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	1. Prologue

**Prologue: Fury**

I stood on top of a large hill, with a broken down building situated at the top of it. All around me was death and destruction. This was Menachite Mountain. Within the mountain, lay Castle base. Sure to be deserted, Marines and Spartans alike had died for its people's evacuation. My DMR at my side, and my MA37 Assault Rifle slung over my back. Two Banshees' zoomed past, peppering shots at me. They'd noticed. I would either be glassed, or killed by the incoming invasion force. Either way, there was no way out. This was where I made my last stand.

Instead of sadness, or an acceptance, I felt fury instead. Noble team, all of them were gone. Jorge, sacrificing his life, thinking he'd saved the planet, when instead, all he'd done was buy us time. Kat shot in the head by the Elite Field Marshall just before we got off new Alexandria. Carter, ramming a Pelican in a suicidal charge in order for us to give the package to Keyes. Emile, Murdered by two Elite Zealots while defending the Pillar of Autumn. I had no idea where Jun was, but I hoped he was still alive. That way, our story wouldn't die, and our sacrifices would be remembered. That bastard Field Marshall who killed Kat, I finally got him on the way to the MAC cannon. I felt grim satisfaction as I drove my knife into his body again and again.

As I heard Phantoms, and Spirits humming, coming closer to my location, I thought to myself. Can I survive? Alone? They decided long ago to take Reach, and no matter how hard I tried, no one had a chance to stop them. I won't be remembered. I wouldn't be praised, and now I was alone, like I was before Reach. I'd given this planet almost everything. Almost. I made my way into the building, seeing dead Spartans beside me. If there were a time to die, it would be here, with my brothers.

Outside, I heard the sniffling of grunts, and the loud growl of an Elite. I popped my gun out, and then opened fire. The Grunts squeaked, then fell, as the Elite looked around for the assailant. Before he could find me, a Plasma grenade fused to its leg. With a flash, it was dead. More came, and I readied my self for the coming storm. If I were to die, I would die fighting. Charging forward, I fired a couple bullets at the head of an Elite, popping its head apart. Reloading quickly, I ducked, avoiding a stray needle from a grunt minor, before I punished him thoroughly for attempting to kill me. A dead Spartan ahead of me had a drop shield, which I picked up. I still had a couple clips from my DMR.

More Elites began coming, some with swords, signifying their leadership. They were sending stronger troops.

"All of you for me!" I yelled out loud, as I put down two of them before three reached me. Rolling to the side, I emptied the rest of my DMR clip into him. It wasn't enough as he landed a glancing blow across my chest, blowing out my shield. The swing was too strong, so when his sword came down, I dove forward, ripping my knife and stabbing it into the bastard's mouth.

My Rifle finally empty, I swapped to my Assault Rifle. Moving past the pile of dead bodies, I passed another dead Spartan with a rocket launcher. Perfect. I grabbed it, just as two Wraiths seemed to spawn out of nowhere. My blood began to boil, as the bodies of my comrades, and the memories of Noble team began to overwhelm me.

"Rargh! That was for Jorge!" I yelled, as a Rocket slammed into the first Wraith. It began to hiss, before its' gun exploded outwards, and the wraith detonated in a blue-ish hue. The second wraith I met encountered similar results. This time, more Elites came rushing from the mist, threatening to overwhelm me. A Needle whizzed through, glancing my helmet and giving it a crack. I roared in fury, charging at the damned Elites. Spraying my Assault Rifle, the armor piercing bullets pierced their shields, ripping them to shreds. A plasma bolt hit my in my stomach, throwing the wind out of me. I could taste blood in my mouth.

"You bastards! Come and fight me!" I yelled, angrily. Huge droves came, angry Elites wielding plasma swords, launchers, and rifles. I was slowly pushed back, and finally, I slipped, knees hitting the floor. They pushed much harder at me, and then I remembered my drop shield. Slamming it down to the ground, it gave me precious moments to pull myself back on my feet. Another plasma grenade was thrown, latching itself onto an Elites shoulder. Kaboom. Another Elite bit the dust.

"That was for Kat!" Roaring in defiance in the face of certain death, I continued to try and force my way through their lines. An Elite charged forward with an Energy Sword. I sidestepped past, but his sword cut through my armor, causing blood to mix with the ooze from my armor. I kicked him off, grabbing my Energy Sword, and ramming it through its neck.

Suddenly, the Elite flow stopped. One walked forward with a needle rifle. Ornate gold armor, and purple trimmings, it was definitely a high-ranking member of the Covenant. "Submit, and you will die with honor." It said, pointing at me.

"Go and screw yourself." I coughed out. The cracks in my helmet were making it harder to see.

" Vermin. You are nothing but a speck in our passage to the Great Journey." The Elite muttered. " Take him."

They came at me in full force. Bolts hit everywhere around me, cracking my helmet, and hitting me in so many parts of the body, I felt like my entire body was covered in burns. And I wasn't wrong. Finally, I was thrown to my back, taking out my knife as one hopped on top of me. Stabbing its neck, it toppled off, my knife still embedded in its neck. I pulled out my pistol from the holster, shooting out the knees of two Elites coming at me.

Another jumped at me with an Energy Dagger, stabbing at my left side. It pierced again, but I pivoted, pulling out the Energy Dagger before I sliced it apart with its own weapon. Another jumped upon me, as it pulled out its dagger. I had no strength to fight, as I waited for the end. I hoped my sacrifice would be remembered.

However, instead of the flash of light, by some twist of the galactic dice, I didn't die. Human voices, along with the fire of an automatic weapon rang in the air.

I felt myself being put on a stretcher, and I realized, that I wouldn't die here. Before I blacked out, I heard voices.

" We have him sir. Taking him to the Autumn."

" This guy could be the last Spartan."

" Nah, they got another one in Cryosleep in there."

Another Spartan? Which one could it be? The confusion was all that wracked my mind as I went off to dreamworld.


	2. There and Back Again

Noble Six POV

Pillar of Autumn Medical Bay

**XXxXxXxXxXxX**

Pain. That's all I felt, and it was good to know as it reminded me that I was still alive. I don't know how I survived, when the last thing I saw was an elite with his energy dagger bearing upon me, but complaining that I made it wasn't on my mind. My armor was lying next to me, looking brand new. Wait what? My armor was akin to destroyed on the field, how the hell did it get repaired so quickly? As the shock of my survival wore off, I began to take in my surroundings. I was in a medical bay, an empty one, and it looked all too small and compact for me to still be on Reach. I had to be on a ship. I got up quickly, and pain lanced up my side.

"Slow down son, you are still healing."

I turned and immediately saluted to the hero of Sigma Octanus. Captain Keyes looked much younger than the press made him out to be, probably around his early 40's. The "Keyes loop" had circulated around the UNSC like wildfire, and here I was standing in front of the man who was the subject of it.

"Sir!"

"At ease soldier. I am sure you must be confused as to where you are and why you ended up here. Do you want the short or long version?"

** "**Short. Sir."

"A man of action I take it. Well, here it is then. I couldn't leave another man behind for the damn Covenant to slaughter, so I came back and found you. Wasn't hard, as Cortana hacked into the Covie battlenet, and half of it was chatter about a lone 'Demon' who managed to slaughter around half of the invading forces on reach. We picked you up, took off your armor and started repairs on it, and it's been a day since we got you."

"What happened to Reach sir?"

Keyes paused at the question, as if wary of my reaction. He only paused for a fraction of a second, but nothing escapes a Spartan. He quietly whispered

"It's all gone son, we lost it."

Noble Six POV

Pillar of Autumn Command Center

**XXxXxXxXxXxX**

Keyes invited me into the command center so I could have a look at where we ended up. During the long walk there, I was filled in on my injuries: Cracked ribs, and some internal bleeding. Nothing a Spartan couldn't handle, but it would take me a day to get back to a 100 percent again. I was also filled in on the situation. So Master Chief was on the ship huh? The man was a living legend to the Spartan 3's, as a leader, and a fearless combatant. I was hoping to meet him in person, and if I had a chance to fight with him. From my position on the bridge, I saw nothing but empty space. A Slipspace transition always had at least a day of leeway to wait, so I had enough time to recover. I spent the time taking a tour of the ship, and getting up to speed with my situation. We lost reach, and we narrowly evaded the Covenant, hopefully where we ended up was far away from them.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

It had been a day and a half since I was saved by Keyes and taken aboard the Pillar of Autumn, and we were now able to transition back into normal space. I took a position in the corner, where I would not bother anyone but I still could get a view of the bridge. The crew all shared a look at me, and quickly turned away. While a Spartan 3 and not nearly as large or threatening, I still was larger than the average human, standing at around 7 foot 3 without armor, and now 8 foot 4 with it. My helmet, an Operator variant lay next to me on a table. The helmet luckily protected me from a plasma bolt that would have killed me, and the navy techs had managed to repair it best they could. Now, my armor was back to a 100 percent, and I was ready to face anything.

Keyes walked into the bridge, and I took the initiative.

"Officer on deck!"

The crew stood up and smartly saluted. Keyes let slip a small smile as he walked over to the command chair. The friendly tone that he had taken with me was replaced by a more business, more fitting to a captain like commanding voice.

"Men and women, get ready to transition back to normal space. Be ready for anything. Lovell, Hall, systems check."

A man with a young face, slick red hair a tad against the regulation hairline nodded along with a woman who was slightly younger than the man, with a neat blonde haircut. They both checked their respective systems, then yelled

"All systems ready sir!"

"Very well, Transition in 5 seconds."

"5…4…3…2…1… Transitioning now."

A bubble of UV rays slammed through the hull and various groans were heard as the battle-hardened ship tore a hole in Slipspace and went through it. Damn, first thing in our sights are the Covenants cruisers. Why are they everywhere now? Where aren't they? Keyes immediately barked orders and the Pillar of Autumn shot around the gas giant Threshold. As we passed around the giant, something big came into view.

It was a massive object floating close to Threshold and its moon, Basis. It looked like a giant ring, and it was gargantuan, making us feel like a speck of dirt on a tennis field. The bridge was silent for a second, and all we could hear was the silent hum of the engine. Suddenly a voice interrupted the silence, Cortana's.

" I hate to interrupt the silence, but our slingshot orbit will be completed soon, and we will slip right into the range of the covenant cruisers."

Keyes pulled out his pipe and chewed on it, a slight frown on his face as his mind went over all the options in his head.

" All hands on deck, Lovell I want navigation coordinates transferred to my terminal, men and women, this is going to be a bumpy ride. Spartan, I need your eyes. Watch the screens, and tell me where they are."

"Sir!"

I made my way to the screens and watched intently as we slowly moved within viewing range of the carrier. With the MAC cannon fried during the battle for reach, we were sitting ducks. However the Covenant didn't know that, and my guess was Keyes was intending to keep it that way. We moved sideways, approaching the giant ring. Keyes yelled more orders to the crew and Cortana, and suddenly we were given a picture of the ring. An oxygen nitrogen atmosphere, flora and fauna on an artificial ring, it seemed too good to be true. There was no time for speculation, as boarding cruisers courtesy of the carrier were approaching fast. It appeared as though instead of annihilating us, they wanted to capture us. Keyes then made a quick decision

"Cortana, unseal the husked casket. Spartan I'm going to need you to get down to Cryo two. We're waking up a very special guest from his sleep, and you are going to be his escort."


	3. Awakening

A/N: Warning to all you people beforehand, I am going to send both Spartans on missions together, and they probably will talk. Quick question after you finish, what do you think of their personalities? Should they stay stoic and quiet or should they gradually change into more friends as the story moves on?

Noble Six POV

Cryo Two

**XXxXxXxXxX**

The last of the Spartan II's stood in front of me, his green armor gleaming in the low light. As a fellow Spartan, I could read emotions behind the faceplate and by his movements; I could tell that he walked with a quiet mourning gait. He lost most of his fellow brothers and sisters during the battle of Reach, but nobody else could tell if they saw him. He was a man who could control his emotions. Like any Spartan, he also had liquid-like fluid precision and grace. After he finished his tests, I walked over to him. He looked at me, as if trying to intimidate me, but I stood unfazed.

In the middle of our 'size up', one of the technicians approached me. "I hate to interrupt sir, but the Master Chief needs to complete his shield and movement tests." The rest of the tests went by without incident, and finally he was done. I walked over towards the Chief, and I sent him my orders through my Comms system. He nodded, and we both began to move. We were both men of few words, so we both understood the unspoken words said between us. Before we managed to get out of the hangar, a giant explosion rocked the hangar bay, Covenant pouring into the cryo bay. The explosion killed one of the techs immediately, and another managed to snag a photo of his loved ones before he too was killed.

We both did the most logical things to do for two men with no weapons, hauled ass out of there. We found ourselves in a bright corridor. A couple of crewmen were doing their best to fight off the borders. The crewmen managed to the force the covenant into a corner, and then sealed the blast doors. One of the crewmen, a stocky muscular built man wiped his face and sighed. "That was too damn close. Area is secure Master Chief, best you get to the bridge quickly. Noble Six should know the way, he can escort you."

The Chief looked at me, as if confirming that Noble Six was my call sign. I gave a very slight nod, and then beckoned him away from the hallway. It led us to a narrow hallway, with another large area in front of it. I quickly moved, and came face to face with an Elite. Its mandibles split apart as it bellowed a roar and began to open fire. The shots pelted my shields and I took a couple steps back. Suddenly assault rifle rounds pinged of the Elites shields, and it ran as two marines ran into the hallway Master Chief and me were in, shouting. "Chief, Cortana says get to the bridge on the double! We got you covered!"

We continued moving further into the ship and closer to the bridge; we could hear Cortana over the shipboard COM system warning marines of the impending borders, and what areas were currently under attack. From the tone of her voice I could tell that we were losing the ship. Regardless, we had to get to the bridge. After moving through what had to be the fifth hallway, we ran into a marine with a peculiar accent. "Private First Class Chips Dubbo sir! Captain Keyes needs you on the bridge, ASAP! You better follow me."

The Australian marine went through a room full of the dead and wounded. The Chief stopped to close the eyes of a dead marine. Yet more lives taken in this war. Beyond the room, a hail of gunfire and plasma flew around the room as the Covenant and marines fought for every single nook and cranny of the ship. A minor class Elite, flanked by a platoon of grunts, stood in the middle of the hallway exchanging fire with three marines. One grenade, followed by a cacophony of assault rifle fire was sufficient to finish them off. The blast doors closed, and Dubbo beckoned us onto the bridge.

We finally made it onto the bridge, and Captain Keyes turned to greet us, I stood apart and let the Chief and Keyes get re-acquainted. After they shook hands, Cortana appeared and apprised them what was going on as I stood in the background. I looked around at the data reports, and whistled. Cortana was able to take down four cruisers by her lonesome, which was impressive. Before I could continue reading a powerful blast rocked the bridge, causing all of us to stumble; Keyes grabbed a pedestal for support he then beckoned me over, now was the time we were to be briefed for our mission. Cortana's avatar disappeared as Keyes pulled the chip from the port. He turned to Master Chief again and handed him Cortana "Get Cortana off this ship. Keep her safe from the enemy. If they capture her, they'll learn everything. Force deployment, weapons research…Earth."

"I understand." The Master Chief replied

Keyes then turned to look at me. "Noble Six, I need you to assist Master Chief to get to a lifeboat. For now, you are under his command you will follow his orders, understood?"

"Yes sir!"

Chief slid the chip containing Cortana into a slot on the back of his head, as Keyes pulled a pistol from his belt and handed it to the Chief."I don't keep it loaded, son. You'll have to find ammo as you go. Six you're going to have to scavenge. Good luck men." We proceeded to head out of the bridge, into the mess hall. A large battle was fought here, with the colors of red and alien purple blood coloring the hall. Bodies lay around, unfortunately the majority wearing the battle dress uniform of the marines.

"Get some weapons and ammo Six, these guys won't need it."I closed the eyes of a dead Ensign, and appropriated her assault rifle and grenades. 30 seconds later we were fully equipped and ready. In the second mess hall a group of marines were in a firefight with the Covenant. Without hesitation we engaged them. I opened fire on two grunts which went down immediately as the armor piercing rounds went through them. Master Chief used his magnum on the Elite, the marines giving him suppressing fire. The Elite roared as his shields flared and dissipated, in a final act of defiance it charged the Chief who put him out of his misery with a magnum round to the head. The marines finished off the rest of the grunts, and gave their thanks. Another large explosion hit the ship causing one of the marines to fall to his feet. I picked him up as his buddy laughed at him.

We kept moving farther in, and soon we came across two marines guarding an airlock. Within two steps the airlock exploded, killing the two marines and letting a mass of Covenant pour in. A frag grenade was tossed into the fray which detonated and killed two grunts and stripped the Elite of his shields. I took out my pistol and downed him with a headshot. As we walked past the airlock we saw the inside of the Covenant Boarding ship. Crafty aliens used our lifeboat airlocks to get in. We moved past the airlock, and into a large hallway, probably the crew quarters, as a bunch of marines in casual dress were in behind barriers, exchanging fire with a Major Elite. You could tell the difference in rank from color, and their fighting style, a blue would fight like an aggressive rookie, a red would fight more experienced, so on and so on. One marine waved to us, and we went over to his position.

"Covenant has us pinned down Sir, we could use a hand!" He shouted to me as he unleashed a barrage of gunfire at the Covenant invaders. The Chief pulled me down, and made a series of quick motions with his hand. What he meant was: _In three seconds, pull a frag and open fire. _He counted down, and I popped the pin, and tossed the grenade over my shoulder. I then popped out of cover and began firing. Chief had vaulted over the cover, and proceeded to fill the Covenant with hot metal slugs. With short bursts of fire, we managed to put the rest of them down. We continued to a two-floor room with ledges showing the upper level and it was filled with Covenant. Cortana must have warned chief, as he dove straight into cover. I grabbed a plasma grenade from the floor and chucked it at the Elite at the top of the stairs. The grenade adhered to his skin, and he managed one final cry as the grenade exploded, taking him and two grunts with the explosion. The remaining two Elites hosed me with their plasma rifle, and my shields dropped to half. I took cover as Master Chief shifted from cover and squeezed the trigger of the Assault Rifle down. He took the shields out from an Elite, switched to his pistol, and the slugs from his magnum punctured the Elites skull, killing him instantly. He slumped to the ground as the other Elite roared in anger and charged down the stairs. Chief dove back as the elite swung his plasma rifle in a wide arc. But before he could raise his plasma rifle for a shot, I had snuck behind him. I pulled out my combat knife, and jumped on the aliens back. It tried to through me off but I managed to slit the Elite's throat. He toppled to the ground and the chief looked at me as we both shared a nod between each other. We made our way up the stairs and onto the platform above. As we arrived, a lifeboat took off and plasma lasers blasted around it, barely missing it. It would do some good to get out of here quicker.

Finally, after maneuvering through a service hatch and some ladders, we found the last lifeboat. A huge explosion, larger than the previous ones, rocked the ship again, and a marine was thrown to the ground. Chief picked him up and tossed him into the lifeboat, and I followed into the lifeboat. Chief calmly walked to the pilot, and told her: "Punch it." A lurch knocked us out of balance as the lifeboat disengaged from the Pillar of Autumn. We slowly tore away from the ship as we accelerated towards the ring. We watched as the Autumn took torpedo after torpedo, and finally as it moved towards the ring, I realized that Keyes was going to land the ship on the ring. Figures, there was only one way he could go, down. The rest of the trip was silent as we plummeted toward the ring. Finally, half way down, I turned to the chief. "Noble Six." I held out my hand for a handshake

"Master Chief." He said as we shook hands.


	4. Hard Landing

**Demons and Wolves**

**(A/N: Thanks to Master DV for editing this, i make too many mistakes its not even funny. Anyways Enjoy!)**

**Chapter 4: A Hard landing**

As we moved towards the ring; Chief turned to me again, but this time instead of him talking to me the clear voice of Cortana blared into my helmet speakers."Huh, so this is the first time we meet face to face, well- technically speaking. I never got to thank you for getting me off Reach." The A.I. said.

"Just following orders Ma'am."

"You sound just like him-Chief, I mean. Anyways let me update you on the information of the ring. It has a breathable atmosphere, artificial gravity, and in fact, it has all the markings of a lush world full of life, except for the fact that it is well, artificial." She said frankly.

"All right then, thanks for the update." Noble Six curtly replied.

The conversation lulled for a minute before Cortana spoke up again. "Well anyways, when we are on the ring, I am going to help provide information to both of you, It's gonna give us more of a fighting chance on the ring."

I decided to forego replying, giving a short nod and turning to the cockpit. Chief seemed to have the same thoughts as me. We both stared at the ring as it grew progressively bigger. Now seemed like it was a good time to think for a bit, who knows when the next time we would get any rest from our campaign across this alien ring-world.

I thought I was going to die on Reach, but thanks to Keyes, I had somehow made it out of there alive. How many Spartans were left? Noble team was gone, and from the reports I heard all the Spartan-II's were taken out on Reach as well. I don't even know what happened to the rest of the S-III's. All I know is that I'm still here, and they aren't. The best I can possibly do is just to honor their memories. For now though, it would do well just to focus; I was part of a new team now, one with a legendary warrior and his A.I. companion. To say we were lethal would be an understatement. I had fought with noble for a while, so I guess it wouldn't be anything unusual.

We had been falling for at least 5 minutes, and I could see the trees and structures populating the ring. My best guess was we were going to set up camp there, and hold out. My thoughts however, were rudely interrupted by a sudden jolt coming from the back of the lifeboat.

"I'm losing her!" The Pilot yelled as we suddenly made a massive dip to the point in which we were almost perpendicular to the ground. I grabbed a handle and Chief did the same, as we plummeted in a downward arc. Suddenly there was an earth-shaking crash and everything went black.

XXxXxXxXxX

"You both look really cute together, you know that?" An amused voice that cut through the fog that clouded my mind said. I shook my head to clear out the dizziness out of my vision. We had crashed onto the surface of the ring. Chief and I were stuck together in a slightly awkward position. We looked at each other and I calmly rolled off of the Chiefs back. We both got up and brushed the dirt off of our armor; as good as it did to remove the grime collected from past battles. I looked around the interior of the escape-pod; I walked over to one of the slumped marines and checked for a pulse. Nothing, the man was dead. I looked over to the Chief who had checked the pilot; he shook his head in a negative gesture. Damn it; we were the only survivors of the crash; I bowed my head for a second in silent mourning.

Walking out of the crashed lifeboat I took surveyed the area around us. It was sunny, and it looked to be early in the morning by the sun's position in the sky. You could see structures of the ring on the horizon, curving upwards like a monolith. It was an interesting sight to say the least. The lifeboat was still smoking and bodies littered around the crash site. The Chief turned to me. "Stock up on ammo Six, we don't know how long we will be without any resupply." He said in his gruff voice.

I nodded as we began to scavenge the bodies and lifeboats for any ammo or supplies left. I was checking the body of a marine when suddenly Cortana's clear voice sounded in my speakers," Covenant dropship in the vicinity, you two best find some cover." She said in a concerned voice. I pulled out a M392 DMR from the lifeboat along with a pistol. The Chief grabbed an MA5B assault rifle and another pistol. I spotted a platform of rocks, littered with trees nearby. It would provide us with good cover from enemy fire. I signaled to Chief the position I saw and we made a run for it. Crossing the distance in a matter of seconds we hunkered down against the rocks, patiently waiting for the drop-ship to arrive.

Less than a minute later, a dropship arrived; the marines had taken to calling it a Spirit. The tuning fork-like dropship circled around for several seconds before descending. I looked towards the Chief, who nodded back at me. We immediately rose from cover, firing in unison. The grunts, which dropped first, stood no chance against the powerful rounds that pierced their fleshy bodies and killed them. The Elite barked a guttural war cry, and threw himself behind several rocks, protecting him from fire. Chief grabbed a grenade from his belt and lobbed one behind its cover in a perfect toss. The Elite warbled a surprised cry, as the grenade plinked in front of it. In an explosion of red, oranges, and purple, it turned it and several grunts into confetti.

I rolled out from cover, firing my DMR as I strafed. Popping two grunts in the head, the Chief pulled out his pistol and put down the last of them. We were about to take a quick breather when suddenly a large screech burst overhead. Plasma fire rained on our shields as the Banshee cut through the air; turning around for another salvo. We both returned fire at the aircraft, spraying what was left in our clips. The armor piercing capabilities of the assault rifle shone through as the bullets killed the pilot sending the banshee sailing over a cliff and out of sight. An explosion sounded off signifying its death.

A waypoint popped up on our HUD (Heads Up Display). " I'm reading a lifeboat beacon over the next hill. We should look to see if there are any survivors." She explained. We made our way across the tiny canyon meeting minor resistance in the form of some scouts. We made quick work of them with a few rounds of our pistols and continued on our way. Coming up to a structure we saw a couple of marines who had set up a sort of rally-point in the large two-leveled structure. A private approached us, the name Bisenti, along with his rank, showed up on our HUD.

"Good to see you, Sir's! Welcome to the party! Come on I'll take you to our CO." I smirked under my helmet in admiration of the young marines' personality. Kid didn't let the situation get to him and was able to keep his spirit up. "When the rest of the world is going to hell, an optimistic personality goes a long way." Is what Jorge had said to me once? Damn, how I missed the Spartan II sometimes. Following the private we met up with his CO. Sergeant Johnson was on top of the second story floor looking down at us, his eyes in a rifles scope surveying the horizon for enemy movement. From the first look you could tell that he was a no nonsense kind of guy but then he put down the rifle and placed a cigar in his mouth his rifle, a BR55 battle rifle at his side. He smiled and walked down the ramp to us. "Good to see you're still among the living Master Chief but you're gonna have to introduce me to your new best friend." Johnson said while giving me a pointed look. He seemed surprised that they had another Spartan with them, huh; he must have not heard the news.

The Chief had an amused tone as he replied." Noble Six is under my command for now; he's a good shot. What's the situation sergeant?" He asked in his gruff voice. It seemed like they had a history together, seeing as all the marines here were fresh from the battle of Reach I would wager a guess that they had probably met on the battlefield. They moved off to one side and talked for a while about the current whereabouts of the Captain and the officers and how the rest of the marines who were scattered around the valley. This continued on until a young marine voiced cried out warning us.

"Heads up! We've got a Covenant drop ship coming in over here!" We checked our clips and double timed over to stop the advance. In the sky was another purple aircraft. A Phantom slowly descended onto the grassy plain, plasma spitting out of its front-bow turret. A squad of grunts hefting plasma pistols dropped down, with a red armored elite following soon after. I chucked a fragmentation grenade over to their position; unfortunately they managed to dive before the grenade exploded. Ramming behind rocks for cover before we could open fire, we quickly did the same.

Using the DMR, I took out the Elite's shields with a couple of well-placed headshots. He roared and went back into cover, and I could hear his cries of anger in his alien tongue. I was sure he had cursed at me. I reloaded, grinning in anticipation of what was about to happen. The Chief had silently moved around, flanking the group. The covering fire from the marines on the structure helped kept them from peeking their heads out and spotting him. The moment the Elite finished cursing me to whatever their equivalent of hell was, the Chief hopped on his back and snapped his neck. As the Elite collapsed to the ground the Grunts became fearful, and started running around in a panic, from there it was easy to deal with them. Slamming a fresh clip into my pistol, I put the rest of them down.

Two more drop-ships had arrived while we had dealt with the first deployment and soon the structure became a battleground for the conflict between the alien troopers and the Human survivors. After a few minutes of heated battle the marines had managed to kill the last of the enemy invaders. Fortunately all the marines had managed to survive the encounter; all that was left to do was bandage our wounds and wait, hoping for the lifeboat beacon to lead to our rescue.

A transmission suddenly blared into our headsets." This is pelican Echo 419. Does anybody read me? I repeat: any UNSC personnel respond."

Johnson picked up the horn for a quick reply."We read you Echo 419, this is Fire Team Charlie. Is that you Foehammer? "

"Roger that Fire Team Charlie. Good to hear from ya!" The pilots' happy reply was heard through the Comms. It seemed that she was relieved to find some survivors.

Johnson gave a toothy grin. "If you're not too busy, Foehammer, we could use a lift. We have survivors to transport and we have to find out where the rest of the men are."

"I'm on my way." Was her reply.

Chief and I stood at rapt attention, weapons scanning the sky to check for any banshee's or more drop-ships incoming; luckily there was none. Soon the Pelican, presumably driven by Foehammer, came into view with a warthog attached to its underside.

As the transport ship slowly descended over a clear patch of land I suddenly heard Mendoza yell out. "Up high! Lifeboats at 12 o'clock!" We raised our heads as the lifeboats fell downward like a shooting star crashing into valleys nearby.

"They're coming in fast. When those lifeboats make it down the Covenant are going to be all over them. Foehammer, we need you to disengage your Warthog. Chief, Six and I are going to see if we can save them." Cortana spoke out to the pilot over the comm.

There was a large thump as the pelican sank down to our level and dropped its Warthog onto the ground." I'm going to stay on station for any survivors you're going to need pick up for." Foehammer told us as the marines all filed into the ship and she flew away. Chief walked over to the 'Hog, hopped into the driver seat. Seeing that he had the wheel, I hopped into the chain-gunner position. Cortana's' cool voice came into both our heads. "All right boys, ready for a road trip?"

Chief kicked the warthog into gear, and the dirt flew as the 'Hog sped towards the navigation point that had Cortana set. It led to a cave that would take us to the first lifeboat.

As we drove closer to the opening, I noticed that it wasn't really a cave, and that it looked more like some sort of underground structure. Cortana had the same thought as she voiced it to us as we moved in closer." This cave is not a natural formation."

"Tell me something I don't know." I replied back. Cortana gave a huff of indignation and I could've sworn I heard Chief chuckled a little.

XXxXxXxXxX

After navigating the crisscrossing tunnels, we entered a large cavern, a large trench dividing the floor with no visible way to cross it. Covenant soldiers were everywhere and had the position heavily fortified. Chief floored the pedal and brought the hog screaming into the fray. He mowed down some unlucky grunts before he hopped off. I stayed on the gun and gave him some supporting fire. They stood no chance against the high caliber rounds the turret spat at them, tearing apart anything not smart enough to take cover. The Chief flanked behind and shot them with his pistol. With their cover compromised they had a choice of fighting the super soldier or taking their chances of moving to a better position while under machine gun fire.

To them the choice was obvious; they jumped out of cover and ran for their lives. It made them easy pickings as I tore them apart with the turret. After they all had been killed I dismounted the gun and looked around for a way to cross. "There must be some mechanism to cross this cavern. Look for a control panel or switch." Cortana's voice told us.

Chief motioned for me to take the right side, while he moved to the left. I slung the DMR over my back as I quietly walked along the cavern, my footsteps echoing against the metal surface. I walked forward until I noticed a break in the wall, leading to an ascending hallway. "Chief, I found something" I said into our comm. channel. At the end of the hallway was a panel, which seemed to be some sort of hologram. Chief had taken over and I let him examine it. As he moved his hand towards the panel I expected it to pass right through the display. His hand touched the panel and caused it to react by activating a bridge. It looked as if it was made of light; it formed right in front of our very eyes.

"From what I can tell," Cortanas' voice sounded through our head speakers. "That bridge is made from some kind of hard light. It should be safe to cross over with." Chief and I shared a look at each other and shrugged, we walked back down the hallway, back to the Warthog. It was quite dangerous to move onto a bridge seemingly made of light so Chief drove as quick as possible and before we knew it, we were on solid earth again.

At the other side of the cavern an opening led out to a large canyon. Cortana set up three waypoints, signifying where the three crashed lifeboats should be. We drove to the closest of the three. It wasn't long before we heard bullets and plasma fire being exchanged, and when we turned the corner and we saw a rock slide where the lifeboat had landed. Some marine's were exchanging fire with the Covenant but it looked like they wouldn't last any longer if they didn't receive help soon. Chief gunned it to drive right between the survivors and the Covenant. We both took a couple of hits that drained some of our shields but before they could fire again I squeezed down the trigger and lit them up with 75mm rounds. Needless to say they didn't live long enough to even readjust their aim. With the current threat eradicated we both hopped off to speak with one of the marine's. "Am I glad to see you two. What's the current situation sir?" the marine hefting an SRS99C-S2 sniper rifle asked as we walked over to his position.

I took the initiative to reply. "There are several life boats scattered around this valley. The Chief and me are riding around rounding up survivors. We need to clear this LZ so evac can pick you up." The marine nodded, pulled the catch on his sniper rifle and turned to face the enemy.

"Fall back, fall back!" Someone yelled. I peered over the edge to see who was issuing the order and I saw several other marines running away as an Elite rushed into the rocks. The sniper covered the Marines with a couple of shots; he managed to blow the head off the Elite who was chasing them down. The Marines then took cover in their new position and the sniper filled them in on the current status of rescue. The news of evac seemed to invigorate them and a fire must have burned within them as their efforts increased ten-fold. They fought even harder to kill the xenophobic bastards preventing them from getting off this god-forsaken rock.

"Provide some suppressive fire!" A sergeant yelled. We, the Chief and I, moved towards the rocks trying to push back the Covenant and drive them off. The sniper lagged back sniping off any Grunt or Elite stupid enough to poke their heads out of cover. I dove from cover and opened fire on an Elite who was pressing on our right side. The rounds punctured his helmet killing him instantly. The Chief then used his assault rifle to put a Jackal out of his misery with a burst of fire. The radar pinged a warning and I turned to notice a grunt hefting a lit plasma grenade rushing at me. Moving at ludicrous speeds, I dove backwards to avoid it. The sniper thankfully saw it and put a round through its head. The grunt fell to the ground and the grenade detonated, spreading a blue mist around its body in a flash of burning hot plasma.

The Marines used a combination of Assault rifle fire and grenades to put down the rest of the stragglers. "We're not done yet; I see two Covenant drop ships coming in hot!" The sniper shouted to us from his position higher up on the rocks, his scope looking into the sky. Deciding against wasting ammo, I waited for the ship to come to a stop and drop off its cargo. I lobbed a frag grenade into the drop zone. The resulting explosion turned the group of Grunts into bloody ribbons. Other marines had the same idea and followed suit with the other squads of aliens. A series of explosions made sure that those Covie bastards thought twice before setting down any more troops near a group of marines. Finally, it seemed like we had a breather. Cortana activated a beacon and soon enough Foehammer's voice blared into our headsets.

"Echo 419 to Cortana, please acknowledge. "

"We read you, Echo 419. We have survivors and need immediate dust off." She replied back.

"Roger, Cortana, I'm on the way. I've spotted additional lifeboats near your position, one near a cliff, another near the head of the river. Hard to see, but I think there are some more survivors."

"Acknowledged, I'm on the way." Echo 419 slowly descended, and I caught a glimpse of Foehammer. She was wearing the standard fatigues that the pilots wore when off duty. It seemed that she had to make a quick escape from the Autumn when the Covenant had boarded. It was a good thing she did because we would have been toast if we didn't have some form of air-support to help us out. Noticing my look she waved at me, I waved back. With the marines loaded up she flew away to take them to whatever place we had decided to use as a rally point. I walked back to the warthog and manned the gun again. Chief once again got behind the wheel.

"We still have two lifeboats to get too boys, let's move out." Cortana said.

The riverhead was nearest so we headed there. Water splashed as we drove right into the stream. We continued to move to our next objective scanning the nearby area for any survivors or enemy scouts. We could hear the sounds of gunfire coming from nearby hills. Cortana set a waypoint and gave us some information. "There are some marines hiding in the hills above the structure." She pointed out. Chief drove the warthog up the hill, and we came onto a plateau like area with a monolith and futuristic structure nearby.

One of the marines looking around warily; he then noticed us and waved us over. Exiting the vehicle we walked over to him. "We could use your help in clearing out the structure; looks like this might be a good place for an LZ." We nodded and surveyed the structure. The marines picked a good one, with good cover, and several stories making it available for a fallback point.

I noticed one of the marines carried a flamethrower, and it seemed like he had difficulty holding it. He must have noticed me looking at him, he shrugged and said." I'm just carrying it in case we need it later on."

"Here, give it here." I held out my hand towards him.

The marine hobbled over and dropped the weapon at my feet. I'd always wondered why they made flamethrowers so heavy to the point in which only a Spartan could carry it without much difficulty. I hefted it up towards my waist with a grunt; even for me it seemed somewhat heavy to carry. Instead of using the weapon, I opened up the fuel lodge and took out the gas canister. I dropped it at the bottom of the structure intending to use it as an impromptu explosive tank. In case things got hot. I looked up and saw the Chief motioned me for me get to the top of the structure, and I hopped up quickly.

"All right boys I'm picking up several large heat signatures coming up from the south, I recommend forming up and hunkering down, there's ample cover and ammo in case." Cortana informed us.

"You heard the lady; Mendoza! Man the left side, Chief and Six will assist with some covering fire. Everyone else, form up on me." A sergeant yelled his orders. I checked my ammo counter, it read full. The Chief did the same. I strode over to the left, my footfalls making small clanks on the metallic ground. Chief followed behind me, his light footfalls making it seem as though there were a young child behind me, not a giant super-soldier.

I scanned our position, two barricades angled to deflect aircraft fire, the position laid on top of a small crest. It helped as we could focus fire downwards. A large shade turret stood nearby it was probably captured from the previous occupiers of this place. Behind us was the building, as long as the marines could hold this position, we would be fine. Chief motioned me to one barricade, he moved to the other, and Mendoza hopped on the turret.

Less than a minute after we got into our positions, the familiar whine of a Covenant dropship filled the air. Like a vulture circling its prey; it slowly looped around our position, hosing us down with plasma fire. Thankfully the barricades held and we waited as the dropship slowly sunk down to drop its load. The dropship landed on the bottom of a hill and ejected its cargo: two Elites, one hefting a sword, the other a carbine; a half dozen grunts, hefting an assortment of plasma pistols, cannons, or needlers, and finally two jackal's their shields glowing crimson as they dropped down.

They wasted no time in putting up a barrage of bolts and plasma. Mendoza opened fire with the turret, spraying the squad of aliens full of powerful plasma bolts. He managed to kill three grunts that were unlucky enough to be in his line of sight. That was all he could do before an Elite tossed a grenade onto the barrel of the turret. Mendoza dove out of his seat, just managing to avoid the blast. "Holy hell that was close!" he yelled out as he rolled into cover. Chief and I exchanged fire with the aliens. Master Chief calmly switched to his pistol, popped out of cover, and put a round right through the opening in a jackal's shield, managing to make it stumble and drop its shield. The Master Chief took advantage of the opening and put a round right in its head. A marine whistled his approval, as he slunk back into cover for a reload.

I noticed one elite was getting closer to us, advancing recklessly and he was about to pay for his mistake. I rose quickly, pulled him from the top, and before he could make a sound, I stabbed him in the neck with my combat knife. Another Elite watched his ally disappear, and quickly backpedaled to the safety of cover. He barked commands to the remaining grunts and they pounded my position with suppressive fire, pinning me down. This gave Chief and Mendoza an opportunity, as they quickly rose sprayed the rest with molten lead, putting them down for a dirt nap. We only got a moment of rest before several more dropships were sighted coming down, and this position wasn't good enough to hold them.

Cortana informed the current C.O. "Sergeant, we're going to get overrun on our side, we're moving back into the structure, how's it going on your side."

"Same thing, we held them off as best we could but there is too many of the fuckers. We're moving back now." His voice came over the comm. We could hear the gunfire through the connection as the marines fought tooth and nail.

We just passed the flamethrower tank that I had prepared earlier and I signaled for Chief and Mendoza to hold at this position. It seemed that it would be of some use after all. They both nodded and pressed against the corner, with me in the middle, waiting for the first sign of opposition. Two minutes passed, before I saw what seemed like a mirage appearing right ahead of me. I opened fire and was rewarded with a warble of surprise, as the Elite's camouflage generator was hit. The element of surprise gone, he opened fire managing to get a few hits on me, draining my shields by half and that was as far as he got. A quick burst from one of the men behind me, and he went down. Behind him, covenant troops streamed in to overtake us but I waited for the right moment to unleash my trap. I put a single shot into the tank and watched the chaos ensue. The screams of the Covenant troops put a grim smile my face. It seemed that the explosion had killed the last of the enemies at this position so we moved over to the other squad to assist them.

They were pinned down and looked like they needed some help badly. It was a good thing we had arrived when we did. We moved behind the enemy and proceeded to open fire. The others must have saw us moving up from behind as they popped out of cover to draw the enemy fire and give it right back at them. It was a textbook pincer attack and it was goddamn effective as we finished them off in a matter of seconds.

The rest of the day went by in the same fashion as we cleared the LZ with the survivors of the final lifeboat. We had managed to get though relatively unharmed, save for several marines lost in holding out. We got most of them out and that's what counted. I was tired to the bone and the sight of Echo 419 overhead put a small smile on my face as we could finally rest easy and get out of here. The marines loaded up and we managed to get the warthog back onto the ship. With the chief and me stepping on the pelican shook as the weight of two Spartans coming onto the ship made it wavered. It was near weight capacity but it barely managed to hold all of us on it. With all of us buckled in and secured we signaled for Foehammer to lift off. The Chief let out a sigh of relief in the chair next to mine. It had been a long day of fighting and even more so for us Spartans, who fought on the front line. I couldn't help but feel just as exhausted as him. I looked out the back of the ship as we flew through the air towards the horizon.

I knew that in the days ahead there would be more fights like the ones today and I knew that this was just the beginning.


	5. Downtime

**Demons and Wolves**

**Chapter 4: Downtime.**

**A/N: This is probably going to follow most of Halo: the flood but with a large game changer in the form of Noble Six. Read Review and Follow Please! **

The Pelican landed us on a plateau located somewhere north of where we had crashed landed. The forward operating base had been designated Castle Base and was currently where all the survivors of the Autumn had regrouped. I was given a room to myself as well as the Chief. For a base camp located on some strange alien ring world, it offered a lot of amenities. I slept, ate, showered, and enjoyed some downtime. Resting was extremely hard to come by these days. I took off my suit and quietly sat down on my bed, reflecting on the events of the day before. Before I could get a good bearing on my thoughts, a young freckle faced private poked his head through the door. "Excuse me sir, Major Silva requested you and Master Chief's presence at his Command Post."

"All right I'll-"

"Also, he requested that you come without your armor." I was already out of my armor so this was of no problem but, why specifically without armor? I nodded my head and he crisply turned around to leave. In such a volatile environment armor was critical in case of a surprise attack. However, I was sure the Major was aware of this, there had to be a reason why. Thus I left, armor-less, and feeling slightly out of my skin, quite literally in this case.

I met up with Chief halfway there. He was also without his suit giving me the opportunity to see the legend under the armor. He was younger than expected, with a pale white complexion due to spending so much time in the suit, I figured. His eyes seemed alert, darting from side to side, his demeanor showed otherwise though he gave off the visage of a relaxed man but I knew better, when you have as much experience as the man in front of me you never truly relaxed. His home was on the battlefield and I supposed that made me his next door neighbor.

"Enjoying yourself?" I asked. He gave a small grin in response. "Yeah me too." He was the quiet type but at least our small conversations proved that he had a bit of a social side, albeit a tiny one. We walked towards the entrance to the command post where two ODST's were standing guard. They gave us a quick once-over before speaking.

"Identify yourself."The ODST on the left spoke, as he tried to remember who the soldiers in front of him were.

"Spartan 117 and Noble Six, reporting for duty."

One of the helljumpers frowned slightly before asking. "What kind of identification is that?" That made me realize that no one here new my name or rank. They probably had no idea that I was even part of Noble squad, I was just recently reassigned to them after all. With the fiasco that was Reach no one here had any idea that they had an extra Spartan. Master Chief didn't seemed to care as he had been identified as a Spartan and it wasn't as if his name really mattered. It was plain first name with no last name so it wasn't worth mentioning. We both said nothing, and waited for someone to clear us through.

"That's a pretty bad question coming from someone named Yutrzenika." A voice called out causing the two helljumpers to laugh. I turned to see who spoke and saw a young woman, perhaps in her late twenties sporting marine fatigues, walking towards us. She looked at us, her face expressionless as she looked at the large men standing beside her. Before we could speak, a man appeared from the door way.

"Silva is ready for you now." The man beckoned us in. I curtly nodded, and followed the Chief into the room. The woman, whom I realized was a helljumper after noticing the tattoos on her arm, smiled at the man before the door slid shut, cutting us off from view. Now inside Silva's office I looked around to examine it. For the most part it was modest in décor, with laptops strewn around along with some paper. Silva himself looked like a stereotypical Major he had a small moustache covering his face and a slowly receding hairline. The rest of his body showed that he was a man who had seen combat. A Helljumper tattoo on his arm told me that he commanded the ODST and all the marines in this area. All three of us saluted and he returned the gestured. He didn't offer us a seat so we stood while he began talking.

"So I finally meet the illustrious Spartan-117 and the mysterious Spartan. Captain Keyes may have been your superior but he is M.I.A. and we don't know where he is. So, for now, you report to me. The woman standing next to you is Lieutenant Melissa McKay she is my second in command. Now I want you two to understand that despite the fact that you two are with the Spartan program, you will obey my orders. If one of us says shit I want you two to say: what color? What size? And where do you want it?"

Silva seemed pretty hot-headed and a bit of a smart-ass, but he was the leader of the ODST so he had to be good at something. I nodded and Chief did nothing. McKay awkwardly wringed her hands together but said nothing, and Silva continued on.

"That said; it is useful that we have a man who carries more medals than my entire company," the Chief showed no reaction to the praise, probably used to getting it from others. "And another so covered up in black ops that I don't even know what his favorite color is."

"You've read my file?" I asked, surprised that he had access to information like that at a time like this.

"Only the parts that weren't covered in black ink." McKay said, reminding me of something that Kat had said once.

"Anyway you two freaks are taking orders from me now." Silva spoke up again. His mouth sneering at the word freaks.

That was going over the line. I glared at Silva, and Chief said nothing, but you could tell the tension in this room became so thick you could cut it with a sword, no less. It seemed Chief was very in control of his emotions, as saying anything like that to a Spartan, was bound to tick him off. I, on the other head, was rather annoyed. Silva wasn't done however, as he rattled on.

"You two ever heard of Charles Darwin? 'Course not; he never fought in a war. He proposed a theory called evolution. That the better species evolves, and the lesser species died out. That is what is going on here. The better species, us, the ODST's the real core of the UNSC. You know what happened to your fellow Spartans? _They died out_. They will be relegated as freaks, polluting the dustbin of humanity. You two are freaks and there's nothing that won't change that. You are the last of your kind and you won't last long either."

Anger flowed through me as I thought of Carter, Kat, Jorge, and Emile. I thought of their sacrifice. I thought of the Spartans of Beta-company, whom I trained with for years and years thinking of nothing but revenge on the Covenant for what they did to humanity. I thought about how I was the last one left. I looked at Chief and saw his unreadable face, but I knew he was thinking the same thing. I took a deep breath.

"Hell no Sir."

"No Sir."

Chief had said the same thing, albeit more formally. I stood straighter and stared straight into Silva eyes. Silva's face softened from its original hard exterior."I understand that. Helljumpers look after their own as well."His demeanor changed now business-like, he turned to the table. Captain Keyes had been abducted by the Covenant and it was time to get him back.

After the meeting was finished, I walked out of the room, Chief following along behind my back. "That bastard has no idea of what he's talking about!" Chief looked at me surprise showing on his face, probably due to my sudden outburst, but he flicked his hand slightly as if to urge me to go on. "The augmentations, the battles, the sacrifices, and he's got the nerve to call us freaks? We aren't just machines. We're people too!"

Chief, put an arm on my shoulder, and quietly said. "There's nothing we can do about it Six. You know he's wrong and no matter what we say he's not gonna change his mind."

"You do realize we may be the last of our kind. My team died protecting Reach, and I assume yours did too else we'd have more support." We looked at each other for a second, thinking about all that we'd lost. I felt a sense of camaraderie with him. We were possibly the last two of our respective programs, him a Spartan II and me a Spartan III.

" I wouldn't mind knowing your name." Chief suddenly said. I looked him in the face and gave him a grin.

"It's William."

A/N: So looks like Chief and Six are getting a little Friendly here! I'm probably going to make these guys get more talkative and friendly as time goes on, especially Noble Six. I try to model him mostly after me I guess, and I think I'm a rather talkative fellow. And my name is William too. Anyways props to Master DV for editing the chapter, and thanks for reading.


	6. Start Quiet, End With a Bang

(A/N: If some of you are wondering why there are appearances of battle rifles, carbines, and beam rifles, along with weapons that appear in Halo Reach/Other Games within the story. I decided to merge the weapons together, making it somewhat easier, and dealing with the weapons issue that appears throughout the Games. Any questions, feel free to ask. Read Review and Follow please! Also, if anybody can offer their services for beta reading i would be in debt to you. This one may be a bit messy because my previous beta is now unavailable, so i apologize in advance. Anyways enjoy the story.)

Chapter 6: Start Quiet, End with a bang

I sat in the pelican with Chief and several Helljumpers, flying towards the Truth and Reconciliation, the supposed Covenant ship where Keyes was being held. Cortana had updated Chief and I on the situation. Another AI had managed to produce a fake signal, tricking the Covies into believing that Pelican flying towards them was a dropship. This mission was important, if not to save Captain Keyes, then it was to send a message to the Covenant. The humans weren't just surviving. We were fighting. The pelican lurched slightly, and some of the ODST's next to me shifted uncomfortably. I took the time to take a look at the people I was going to be fighting alongside. These people were under Silva, and maybe they thought that Chief and I were freaks too. It didn't matter at this point. These marines were going to help us to the landing area, where we were going to infiltrate the ship, and a second group of marines would join the assault on the ship. The mission was simple, at its core, get in, get Keyes, and get out. My helmet in my hands, I waited patiently for us to get close.

Foehammer's voice came over the pelican's intercom: "We are five minutes to dirt… I repeat five minutes to dirt."

Sergeant Parker, the commander of these Helljumpers, took this as a signal and stood up to address his men.

"Okay boys and girls, Check your weapons, and Lock and Load. The Covies are throwing a party on the Truth and Reconciliation, and we are invited. Chief and Six go in first, and you follow them in. Now I don't know about you guys, but I like having a swabbie on point. Don't know what six is, but I like having him on point too!" There was laughter heard all around the pelicans, as the Helljumpers looked as us and laughed, smiling. Parker looked at both of us and gave us a thumb up, Chief returning it, and I smiled and returned it as well. Guess not all the marines were so against the idea of Spartans. I was going in with a sniper rifle, and Chief was going to carry a shotgun. So I'd take them out from afar while chief would smash them from the inside. When we were in the ship, I'd probably switch to the DMR, and Chief would probably swap to his Assault Rifle.

The Pelican hovered over the dirt, and we hopped off, quietly unloading our weapons and sweeping the area. The Pelican hovered in the air for a brief second, and flew away. It was time to begin. I popped a silencer onto my sniper rifle, and cocked it. I walked over to Chief, who was surveying the area. There was only one path to go, and the covenant work lights, showing the path ahead, illuminated it. I walked up to Chief, and asked him," You ready?" He gave a curt nod in response.

The footpath curved upwards onto a small plateau, covered by the cliffs. I took point, with Chief close behind, taking small measured steps. As I stepped onto the plateau, I saw a solitary Elite, looking the other way, staring at his rifle. I unsheathed my combat knife, and calmly walked towards it. I slit its throat, and caught it before it hit the ground, gently laying it to the ground is Chief got up. Cortana chimed in, " Well, not bad." I had a small smile, as I sheathed my combat knife again, continuing to move up. I finally got to the top of the cliff, deciding to wait for the rest of the platoon.

As we finally regrouped, Cortana popped a waypoint on my HUD," Six, the ship is over there, I'd suggest waiting for Chief and the rest, I'm detecting several heat signatures up ahead. "You think I can't take them?" "You're good, not that good." Chief got up, and walked over next to me. "Chief, we gotta-" "I heard from Cortana already." "All right."

I walked towards the waypoint; beside me were Chief and two other Helljumpers. I got to the area where Cortana said there were enemies, and she was right. 3 shade turrets, flanked by several elites, jackals, and grunts. I popped the sniper rifle's safety off and found some cover behind a tree. Chief moved back behind the turrets, and raised three fingers and pointed at the shades. I understood what he meant, and nodded. I turned to the helljumpers, and whispered over the COM, "Fire after me." Green acknowledgment lights winked on, and I got ready. Chief counted down, and I aimed at the first turret.

"3…2…1…Now." One, two, three, four, rounds were squeezed off, and the 3 shade turrets were taken out, standing no chance against the armor-piercing ammo. Chief took advantage of the confusion, and opened fire with his shotgun, taking out several elites. Finally realizing what was going on, the remaining Elites barked orders to the Grunts and Jackals.

The ODST's took this moment to fire. Parker fired three bursts as an Elite, the first two serving to knock its shields out, and the last one serving to blow its head off. The Elite hadn't even hit the floor when Parker swapped to another grunt, shooting its mask off. It ran around, slowly suffocating from the air, before it lay down, wheezing and took its last breath. Other ODST's followed suit, taking out several more Jackals and Grunts, leaving stragglers, whom Chief and I promptly eliminated. So far so good, as Chief waved us forward. I jogged up next to him, as we continued along.

We began walking along the path, next to a large ravine, falling down to god knows where. As we passed a small outcrop of rocks, a group of two Jackals popped out and shot an unfortunate Marine in the face with a plasma pistol. The Marine stopped, seemingly in shock, then crumpled to the ground. I grabbed one, throwing it off the Cliffside, and Chief broke the others neck. Hopefully we could keep the element of surprise for a bit longer. I saw a Helljumper bend down, rip off the dog tags of the dead marine, along with a letter, and respectfully bow his head. Parker walked up and put a comforting arm on his shoulder," The time for mourning is later. We have to move."

Finally getting to the top of a cliff, we saw the Truth and Reconciliation. It was much larger than originally thought, horizontally stretching almost as far as the eye could see. The pickup area was illuminated by an eerie white glow, most likely a grav lift going to pull us up in there. The current problem at hand though, was the patrols. Two Hunters stood guard in front of the lift, and Shades, Elites, Jackal snipers, and normal infantry dotted the area. I crouched down low, and asked Chief, "What's the plan?"

"You take the jackal snipers and shades, I have the elites, we focus on the hunters together first, and ODST's will focus on the infantry."

I nodded, and moved to an appropriate spot to snipe, behind several rocks, with a good view of the area. Chief moved silently behind the Hunters, and one of the Helljumpers whistled softly in admiration. "Never seen a seven foot guy move like a ballet dancer before."

Cortana took the reins in counting down when it was time to fire. "Take down the hunters, in 1, 2, 3, fire." I popped off two rounds into each of the hunters piercing the small belly of the hunter, the only part with no armor, chief followed with a double tap on one hunter with his shotgun, Then emptying the rest of his clip on the other. The latter died under the combined fire, but the former went berserk, growling in anger and charging at the Chief, who managed to dodge just in time. The growling alerted the rest of the Covenant, who started to open fire. So much for the element of surprise. I heard Parker cry," Let em have it!" as I reloaded, and began to fire again.

I took out the shade turrets quickly, firing rounds into the Grunt pilot's head, then swapped over to the Jackal snipers. A beam rifle round thudded into the dirt next to me, and I put myself back into cover. I checked my shields were working properly, and then turned back out of cover. I didn't want to make the same mistake Kat did. I popped of one round, straight into a Jackals chest, and the bullet went straight through. I swapped over to the others, and racked up two more kills, leaving two Jackals with holes in their chest and head, before a beam rifle round slammed into my chest, taking out my shields. I got winded, and caught my breath for a second, before pivoting into cover.

Turning again, I took out the last sniper, shooting him in the legs, then in the head. I then took a look to see how Chief was doing. He was taking on two elites by himself, and I saw him shoot one point-blank with the shotgun, pulling it up, and using it as a bullet shield as he advance on the other. When he got close, he threw the corpse on the Elite, before calmly shooting through it, killing it. "Reinforcements coming, watch out boys." Cortana's cool voice crackled in my ear.

Two more Hunters were beamed down by the gravity lift, and joined the fray. One of them spotted me, and charged its cannon. I immediately got up and ran away. Its aim however was good, and it managed to land a shot in front of me, causing my shields to drain to half, and my sniper rifle to slag. Tossing it aside, I slung my DMR, and moved to Chief and the Helljumpers, who managed to kill everything but the Hunters. Parker yelled, "Focus fire!" as the Helljumpers poured all they had on the Hunters. They were tough, but not invincible as they were felled by the sheer amount of bullets rained upon them.

"Echo 419, this is Cortana, drop area is clear."

The Pelican, which had originally dropped us off, came back over the side of the cliff, and dropping off several normal marines to join us. The marines exchanged jokes and insults, as Cortana worked her magic on the ship systems.

"Allright, we can go in now. Just step into the grav lift, and you should be beamed up."

I walked in there, with Chief and Sergeant Parker, who gave me a thumbs up. I returned it, as suddenly, we were pulled into the air.

One of the marines yelled, "Yehaw!" as he was also pulled up.

I quietly said, " This is going to be, interesting."

"Yeah, probably." Chief replied.

The Covenant didn't know it yet, but the Marines had landed.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

Like everything the Covies colored, the ships interior was a dull purple color, with its floors carrying strange markings, and painted with a dull black covering. The drop bay area was large, able to fit several wraiths and ghosts, and I took a look around, scoping the area. Cortana spoke," We're in, I've got a good lock on the Captain's CNI transponder. No Covenant defenses detected."

A marine jokingly asked," What, there's no Covenant here? Maybe nobody's home…"

A door flashed open, and Covenant troops began pouring in.

His friend deadpanned," No Covenant huh, you just had to open your mouth."

I dumped my SRS, it wasn't going to be very effective in these close quarters, and decided to use my DMR, and Chief kept his shotgun. I hunkered down behind the wraith, and used it for cover. I popped two rounds into an Elite forcing him into cover, and Chief lobbed a frag behind it, taking the Elite and two grunts down with it. Swapping over to a jackal, I shot a round clean through its head, causing the jackal to explode in a small cloud of red mist. It had barely hit the ground before I pivoted to two more, hitting them with rounds to the chest and stomach.

An Elite hefting two plasma rifles growled, and opened fire on my position, and several bolts glanced off my armor, draining my shields. A grunt behind him shot two bolts of plasma, one hitting a Marine in the chests, killing him instantly. He crumpled to the ground, and lay there, motionless. His friend yelled in anger and opened fire recklessly, before he was pulled down by Sergeant Parker, and given a slap in the face. Chief on the other hand, had calmly dispatched of two Elites and their companions, and moved over to kill the Elite that had me pinned. Two shotgun blasts to the chest was sufficient to dispatch them. The rest of the boarding party successfully killed all the invaders, and we waited for more.

Several more waves came, and despite losing 3 marines to the Covenant, we managed to dispatch most of them without incident. Suddenly, a pair of massive blast doors opened, and revealed a pair of Hunters. "Scatter!" Yelled Parker as all of us dove out of the way. An unlucky marine was caught in a fuel rod blast and killed, as the Hunters stomped around the room, opening fire wherever they saw fit. I ducked behind a ghost with Chief, as we exchanged fire with one of the Hunters.

Cortana's voice suddenly came over our helmets as she yelled; "The other hunter has Parker in his sights!" Parker ran out of ammo with his assault rifle, and swapped to his pistol, continuing to open fire on the behemoth that was advancing. With a large swipe, it attempted to hit Parker. Luckily, he dodged out of the way in the nick of time. However, the spikes on the back of the Hunter pierced his armor, sending him sprawling to the floor. The Hunter menacingly advanced on him, ready to kill him. I looked at Chief, and he nodded. We both vaulted over the ghost, and opened fire on the Hunter, which turned, and suddenly collapsed, a hole in its back. Parker sat, his back against the wall, with a smoking pistol in his hand and a grin on his face. Chief helped him to his feet, and I passed him an assault rifle from a dead marine. The other marines had managed to down the last Hunter, and for now, the bay was clear.

A medic helped Parker, as a marine approached Chief and I. "Area secure, Sir. We'd better keep moving. The door the hunters came through is open, maybe we can go through there."

Cortana chimed in," Not the worst idea, let's go through there."

We exited the drop bay, and headed down the large corridor. At its end, there was a second set of blast doors. The same marine told us," The door's locked, sir. No way through." Cortana replied, " We can use the side passages to find a way around."

By this time Parker was up and going, and he said, "We'd be sitting ducks in that narrow space. We can hold this position if you find your way around and open the door from the other side."

Cortana replied," Okay, boys, let's see if we can find a way to open this door. There was a small side corridor in the hallway we went through, and we walked through it. The corridor snaked around, and onto a balcony overlooking another cargo bay, only this one was filled with Covenant. They hadn't noticed us yet, and I asked Chief," Any idea on how to deal with the Covies?"

"Go behind them, take them out quietly for as long as possible, then kill them all."

"Sounds good."

I tiptoed across the cargo bay, trying my best to be quiet. Unfortunately, my boots crunched on something. And all of a sudden I found no less than a dozen rifles pointed at me.

"So much for stealth."

I dove into cover just in time, as needles, and plasma filled the area I'd once been. Chief jumped down from the balcony, and hit two elites in the back with his shotgun. Realizing he'd run out of ammo, he threw the gun at a grunt, knocking it of its feet. Drawing a battle rifle, he promptly finished it off with a burst. I took advantage of the distraction to sneak behind a Jackal and slit its throat. Running to where Chief was, I hopped into cover with him.

"You take shields, I take the kill shot."

Nodding, I rose up again, taking the shields of 3 Elites, and watching them fall, one, two three. The Elites fell; gaping holes in their head, and the remaining Grunts went berserk in their fear, running at us with plasma grenades in a kamikaze charge. I put them down with my DMR, and the plasma detonated, leaving a glowing blue haze in its wake.

"Room clear, now let's get this door open." Cortana finally said.

I popped open the door, watching as the Marines came in, guns at the ready, then relaxing when they realized that the room was clear, save for a pile of dead alien bodies.

"Get moving boys, Keyes isn't going to save himself."

"You heard the lady, let's go!"

"I see a door over there, let's move."

There was a large docking bay behind it, and as we got there, we saw a Covenant dropship taking off. Taking potshots at it would do no good here, as we watched it glide away. Fortunately for us after that, there was no Covenant in the immediate area. Continuing around the docking bay, there was a door behind it.

Which hissed open, revealing a large number of covenant troops behind it.

A grunt fired a plasma bolt straight into a Helljumpers leg, which collapsed under the pain. I pulled the man into cover, and applied some biofoam to the wound to ease some of the pain. The man groaned, and grunted in pain as the gel healed him, but his breathing steadied, and when I handed him his Assault rifle back, he cocked it confidently. Back into the battle, I saw Chief jump into it, opening fire with his battle rifle with lethal results, seeing that several grunts had fallen under his fire. An elite ultra pulled out a sword in fury at losing men, and charged him. Emptying his clip, he swapped to a pistol, pinging shot after shot against its shields until they finally failed.

Then the gun jammed.

Chief got ready to enter melee, when I shot the Elite cleanly through the head. He looked at me, and gave me a nod of thanks, which I returned. Probably wouldn't be the first time. We moved up, watching for any Elites who tried to flank us. I dove over cover, dropping two Grunts, and Chief followed suit, taking out an Elite who was about to open fire on me. Pivoting left, I kicked a Jackal to the ground, and stomped it with my boot. Needless to say, around a ton of Spartan was sufficient to kill it. Chief, now back to back with me covered the right side, sprayed a volley of rounds at a Elite, who dove into cover, then realized that the ODST's had lobbed a grenade into it. He warbled in surprise, and then died from the explosion. After that, it was clear.

"For two people who have almost never worked together, you work well." Cortana helpfully put in.

It was slightly surprising, but in a good way how well Chief and I worked together. He still infrequently talked, but then again, so did I. While the room was clear, I checked on the wounded ODST. His visor depolarized, and he grinned, thanking me. Nodding, I turned back to the door in front of us, now open.

Yet another locked door, and this was the only level with every door locked. An ODST perked up and asked," Hey, which way should we go now? All the doors on this level are locked!"

Cortana replied, and I detected a slight but of frustration in her voice," Wait a moment. I'm going to access the Covenant B-net and locate an override code to open the door."

Another marine impatiently said, "Well, you'd better step on it Cortana, we can't hold them off all day."

"I'm working on it."

She then said, in a COM that only Chief and I could hear, "I'd like to see you crack a 128,000-bit modulating encryption key."

I chuckled, and Chief simply shrugged. Cortana was a rather interesting AI. And I remembered that I saved her life back on Reach, transporting her to the Pillar of Autumn. Interesting coincidences lead to interesting consequences.

The blast doors slid open to reveal a pair of Hunters, which opened fire immediately. Diving behind cover, we waited for a lull in the fire. It never came, as the Hunters seemed content with blasting our cover till it melted, which it gradually would. Chief calmly said to me, "Tell the marines to give suppressing fire. On my go, we get out of cover"

I relayed the orders to the Helljumpers and they nodded.

"Now!"

We hopped out of cover as the ODST's popped out, hitting the Hunter pair with all they had. Chief grabbed a sticky grenade and lobbed it into the fleshy bottom, the hole between one of the hunters. It exploded, and the hunter flinched, but stood steady. In fact, it seemed angrier. It charged at chief, and he slowly backed away, continuing fire, but the Hunter just deflected it off with his shield. Checking to make sure the other Hunter wasn't after me, I ran over to the first one, a Grenade in my hand. On their back was a small opening, where you could see the worms that gave them life. I had no time to tell Chief what I was doing, so I ran at the Hunter. Priming the grenade, I jammed it straight into the fleshy back of the Hunter. Realizing what was causing a mild annoyance to it, the giant used its shield and full force smacked me to the side. I hit a bulkhead hard, but I would be relatively fine. The Hunter turned to face Chief, ready to kill him, and then imploded, sending bits of orange blood and worm everywhere. No time to revel in the victory, as there was still another Hunter, enraged by the death of its brother. It charged at a group of three ODST's, two of which managed to dive out of the way. The third was not too lucky, getting hit by the Hunters' massive shield, and his chest caved in from the impact. There was no way he'd survive that. It turned, and saturated the area with a volley of fuel rods, killing another one. I split to the right, and Chief to the left, as we focused on distracting it. It couldn't face both ways, so it decided to face me. It gave a otherworldly growl, as it charged up another fuel rod blast. However, with a screech of pain, the final Hunter finally hit the deck. Behind it, Chief and Parker's respective Battle and Assault rifles were smoking, as Parker commented.

"Tough Bastard."

That battle Chief and I, Parker, and the wounded ODST from earlier.

The only consolation to the deaths, was that the door was finally open, and that we could push on.

After moving through the second level, we got to the bridge.

"Be careful boys, this is the bridge, and high ranking Elites are here so keep your distance."

"Thanks for the concern." Parker deadpanned.

The ODST laughed, and I smiled a little behind my helmet. As a Spartan we were supposed to be stoic heroes, never laughing, always silent. That didn't mean we didn't appreciate a good joke. At least, that didn't mean I didn't. Cortana opened the bridge door, and we stepped onto the bridge. A Zealot shipmaster stood, typing commands, and when he saw us, he drew not one, but two energy swords, and charged us. The other three Elites in the room heard the commotion, then cloaked, disappearing out of sight.

"Bastard has active camo on!"

Chief and I focused on the Zealot, while Parker and the ODST looked for the three other Elites. I emptied a clip into the Zealot, draining half its shields, and Chief used his battle rifle to good effect, draining the last of its shields. I was going for the kill shot with my DMR, when it was slapped away from me. A Stealth Elite decloaked in front of me, and hit me with a stunning blow with his plasma repeater. I grabbed it, and threw it away from him, and hit him with a straight right hook. The blow slid of his shields, but drained a portion of them, as the elite countered by kicking at my face, striking a glancing blow. I was lucky that I had shields; else the hit would have caved my face in. I ducked under, weaving for a uppercut that stunned the elite backwards. I then jumped forwards, kicking both my feet into it, and pushing off him, threw him to the ground. Landing on my feet, stumbling slightly from the attack. I pulled out my pistol, and shot the Elite in the chest, taking him out of the fight for good.

Running over to help chief, who was dodging and weaving the swings of the Zealot, I could tell the Elite was highly trained, and that Chief couldn't last much longer. I pumped a few shots, knowing that would do nothing, but it proved to distract the Zealot, and that was all that Chief needed. He smacked both arms of the Zealot as in turned to face me, and it dropped both swords in surprise. I ran forwards, punching it in the back, and Chief followed with two powerful blows to the front, draining its shields to a half. It yelled, and tried to grapple me. Sliding under, I swept the Elites leg's out from under him, and stepped on them. This was sufficient to take out its shields for good this time, as Chief drew his sidearm, and ended it.

Parker and his ODST had taken out the two other Elites, but Parker had gotten nicked in the shoulder as a result. Only a minor wound, so it wasn't the worst.

Cortana finally said,

"The captain's transponder signal is strong, he must be close."

"This looks like a good spot. We'll stay here; make sure nobody comes up behind you while you go after the Captain. Good luck swabbie."

We nodded, and went behind a door, that led to where his transponder was supposedly in. Walking into a detention center, a plasma bolt whizzed past my helmet, and I heard a marine go, "Good to see you guys!" We were in the right place.

I looked around where the shots came from; rifle at the ready, but couldn't see anything. The Elites had cloaked. Chief suddenly swerved, firing at seemingly nothing at all, until a Elite materialized out of nowhere, dripping blood and guts over the floor. I saw a shimmer in front of me, and it was getting closer, until I shot it. The Elite materialized, groaned in pain, the fell to the ground.

"Area clear!"

I heard Keyes voice come out through the cacophony of marines yelling in joy and happiness.

"Stow it, Corporal! Six, Chief, the power control's along the back wall, open the cells, and get us out of here."

I walked over, and hit the switch. The plasma walls disintegrated, and the prisoners walked out. I helped the tired prisoners to their feet, while Chief went to help Captain Keyes.

As he walked out of his prison, the Marines stood at attention.

"Marines! Lock and load your weapons! Let's be ready to move."

The marines armed themselves with plasma rifles off of Covenant weapon containers. While watching them bustling about, Keyes turned to the both of us.

"While the Covenant had us locked up in here, I overheard the guards talking about the ring world. They call it, 'Halo'. Cortana's cool clear voice replied." One moment, sir. Accessing the Covenant Battlenet. According to the data in their networks, the ring has some kind of deep religious significance. And if I'm analyzing this correctly, the Covenant believe Halo is some kind of weapon, with vast, unimaginable power."

Keyes frowned. "Its true… the Covenant said that whoever controls Halo controls the fate of the universe."

"Now I see… I have intercepted a number of messages about a Covenant search team, scouting for a "control room" of some sort. I thought they were looking for a bridge of a cruiser that I damaged during the battle above the ring. But they have to be looking for Halo's control room.

Keyes face hardened to steel." That's bad news. If Halo is a weapon, and the Covenant gain control of it, they'll use it against us and wipe out the entire human race. Spartans, Cortana. We need to beat the Covenant to Halo's control room. Marines! Let's move!"

"Hoo-rah!"

Keyes pulled a needler from the ground, and the pink needles glowed crystalline.

"Spartans, you have the point."

One marine looked at us, then looked back at Keyes.

"Sir, where do we head?"

I decided to chime in.

"Just follow the corpses."

**XXxXxXxXxX**

After we let Keyes and the other prisoners recuperate for a while, we moved out. The next room, the bridge was supposed to have Parker and the ODST standing guard. What was waiting for us however, were two stealth Elites wielding energy swords, and Parker and the ODST lay facedown on the floor, dead. I took the first Elite out before he could activate his camo module, and the other one was quickly shot in the head by Chief. Both hadn't hit the ground before we continued moving, stopping only to grab Parker and the ODST's dog tags. The time for mourning was later. We began to backtrack, as I said, following the bodies. Getting through the bridge and back into the hall below, Chief walked first. A barrage of needles and plasma bolts greeted him. He backpedaled, and turned to us.

"That's definitely trouble."

"Cortana, how many hostiles?" I asked.

"Around 10, all grunts, and two Elites. No jackals in sight."

"Thanks."

"Chief, I got this, just stay up here and take care of the Captain."

He looked at me, as if surprised, then nodded. I took a deep breath, and ran out of cover, opening fire on the Covenant. Several carbine bullets pinged off my shields, and a plasma bolt hit my visor, but my shields held. Popping my head out, I took down 5 grunts with headshots. Ducking back, reloading, I repeated the process, instead taking out an Elite. The first 3 rounds served to knock out its shields, and the 4th slammed into the back of his helmet. The Elite hit the ground, dead, as the grunts began to panic. The remaining Elite charged my position, firing his Plasma Rifle as he did so. His armor gleamed blue, so he was a rookie, and would be easy. I ran forward, absorbing his shots with my shield, and kicked him over, delivering the coup de grace quickly. The last three grunts activated plasma grenades, and charged in a kamikaze. Putting them down, I backpedaled to a safe distance as the grenades exploded. I checked my rifle, and noticed I was out of ammo. I tossed it out, and grabbed a Covenant Carbine from a weapons cache.

"We're clear Chief, you can come out now."

Chief walked out and nodded at me, as the rest of the Marines, feeling rested and ready to move again, followed suit.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

"Cortana to Echo 419- we have the Captain and need extraction on the double."

"Negative, Cortana, I've been engaged by Covenant air patrols, and I cant shake em off. I'll be fine but I'll take too long. Better off finding your own ride, I'm sorry."

"Acknowledged, Foe Hammer. Cortana out."

Talking to Captain Keyes this time, Cortana spoke," Air support is cut off, Sir. She said we'd be better off to find our own ride.

A marine, no doubt traumatized and scared by his time spent under the Covenant's hold, began to lose it, his voicing becoming high and panicked.

"We're trapped in here! We're screwed! We're all gonna die!"

Keyes replied," Stow the bellyaching, soldier! Remember you're a Marine; one of the best the UNSC has to offer. Spartans, Cortana, if you can get us into one of those Spirit's or Phantoms, I can get us outta here.

"You got it."

Right on cue, the hangar bay door opened, revealing a dozen grunts charging in. Keyes and the marines killed half, and Chief expended the last of his Battle rifle ammo on them, killing the rest. Luckily in the hangar bay there was one Spirit docked. I released the dropship from its clamps, and the marines piled in.

"Everybody, mount up. Let's get out of here." Keyes calmly said.

A pair of Hunters suddenly appeared, and began to charge their guns. However before any of the Hunters could fire a shot, the twin forks of the spirit rammed into both of them, and they were crushed. They were strong, but not that strong as the Spirit completely punched through their thick armor. One of them clung on to the Spirit, and fell off as we left the Truth and Reconciliation behind.

"Not bad, not bad at all."

Chief heard me talking to myself, and chuckled slightly. I shrugged as we took off into the night. For our second mission together, we hadn't done so badly.


	7. Dark Hallways

**Chapter 6 : Dark Hallways**

Getting off the Spirit, the Marines at Alpha Base watched it lazily. The Spirit gracefully glided towards the landing pad, and quietly landed. The Marine prisoners walked out, sighs of relief on their faces, followed by Keyes and I. All the marines saluted Keyes as he walked past them, and he gave them a respectable nod in reply. Before getting to Silva's command center, he turned to both of us.

"Spartans, thanks for the rescue."

"Just doing our job sir."

"Get some rest. You'll be back in action in around 10 hours. Cartographer won't find itself. Dismissed."

We both stood at attention, and walked away. With a hiss, my helmet popped off and I looked at Chief, who kept his helmet on.

"Long day, wasn't it."

He nodded. We kept walking along, reaching the impromptu mess hall. Grabbing an MRE along with Chief, we sat down, he popped off his helmet, and we began to eat. Eating in silence for several minutes, suddenly he put his utensils on the table and asked me,

"You do realize we may be the only Spartans left."

"I know."

"Which generation?"

"Number 3, Beta Company."

"I wasn't aware there were S-3's."

"We were kept secret I suppose."

Chief was surprisingly a lot more candid than I thought. Perhaps the camaraderie with a fellow Spartan, knowing that we most likely were the last ones, gave him a sense of brotherhood. I know that I felt the same thing.

"You don't talk much Chief."

"I just don't find the need to most of the time."

"I think I am pretty talkative. For a Spartan at least, and I know you are pretty quiet for a Spartan as well."

"Yep."

"You know Chief, I never got your name." I realized.

"John." When he said this, I was taken aback at how easy it was for him to say his name. I began to wonder if he'd ever opened up to anyone other than his fellow Spartans. I was technically a fellow Spartan so I didn't count.

"Since your name is William. I used to know a Spartan named William. We called him Will because he hated his formal name."

" Used to?"

" He went to defend Reach. " That was all he needed to say. We lapsed back into silence after that, continuing to finish our meal.

As we finished Chief popped his helmet back on, and he then told me, "You fight well."

"Likewise."

"Get some rest Six, we're going to need it."

"Chief, you know what, just call me Will. Six died back on Reach with the rest of my team."

He simply nodded at that.

We separated after that, going to each of our individual quarters. It was true I guess. Noble six was my call sign, and now I was part of a new team altogether. One with a Spartan-2 and an AI, both extremely skilled, and I had to adapt. I'd learnt that camaraderie didn't just exist between us S-3's it existed between all the Spartans. Chief seemed to open up a bit today, and if he wasn't a friend, he definitely was a companion. I found myself opening up too. I'd never done that, not even with Noble team. But with them I never was able to rest. Maybe if we could, it would have happened. Sadly it never did. Either way, I had a feeling we would do many more missions together. I wasn't wrong.

XXxXxXxXxX

Two pelicans, one loaded with Marines, the other with several Marines plus Chief and I took off from Alpha Base, heading towards the location of the supposed 'Silent Cartographer' that would lead us to Halo's control room. Cortana as usual would reside within Chief's helmet, and assist us on the operation. I had my usual weapons, my DMR, pistol, and a full load of frags. Chief on the other hand swapped to an Assault Rifle for this mission, other than that his loadout was identical. The hatch was open, and I looked out onto the open sea below. The blue skies, the sandy beaches, and the large ocean, one might have mistaken this for a garden world. Too bad it held genocidal aliens, and a supposed super weapon. I popped my helmet off for a quick breath of the sea air, and it felt good to breath in. I looked at Chief, also staring out of the hatch, his helmet on though. I looked at him, and he gestured to his helmet.

"Just wanted to feel the breeze."

He simply swiped two fingers across his helmet, which was the sign for a Spartan smile. I noticed we were getting towards the beach, and it was full of Covenant. I pulled the bolt back on my DMR, and watched as Foehammer put her down amidst the attack. Plasma bolts skittered across the sand, knocking up tufts of it. The pelican touched down, and we got ready for the signal.

"Touchdown! Hit it, Marines!"

"Weapons hot! Clear the beach!" Yelled a Gunnery Sergeant Stacker from the other pelican.

"After you clear the beach, I'll set a nav point to where the cartographer's approximate location is. " Cortana added.

I hopped off the pelican on to the sand, leaving huge footprints on where I stood. A small rise was where the Covenant had set up, but for once we outnumbered them. I opened up with my DMR, sending an Elite to the ground, Chief doing the same with his Assault rifle. The steady clack of UNSC weaponry filled the air as we mercilessly attacked. With our combined firepower, it took less than 5 minutes to Eliminate all Covenant forces in the area.

Foehammer cheerfully said over the COM," Echo 419 inbound, anybody order a warthog?"

A marine joked," I didn't know you made house calls Foehammer!"

The pilot chucked," You know the motto, we deliver."

The Pelican leveled over the beach, and dropped its heavy cargo. The Warthog groaned in reply to the distance, and then did nothing. I climbed onto the back of the turret, and Chief went in front. We drove towards the navpoint Cortana had set, making it around the beach and towards a small area full of trees, and Covenant. I opened fire with the warthog's turret, and it showed its dominance over infantry, as I was rewarded with a platoon of dead grunts and jackals. Chief drifted to the side, and rammed an Elite, crushing it under the wheels, leaving a blood trail as we continued on. The path that followed was uphill, and on top of the hill, there was a Covie encampment on top, around a large, monolith-like structure with an opening. The structure seemed almost streamlined, with intricate details, a blue-grey hue around the area and the floor, seeming almost organic in a way. The aliens had set up a several turrets, and some weird caches, not weapons, but for something else. I opened up with my turret, killing Elites and forcing the rest of the Aliens into cover. Chief hopped off, spraying suppressive fire with his Assault rifle, killing a couple of Grunts who thought it was safe to come out. They fell to the ground, bullets to their chests and brain, and fired several random plasma bolts into the air. An elite poked his head out from cover, and thought no more as I shot a round into his head with the turret. It wasn't superbly accurate, but it definitely did the job. Chief flanked to the side, and opened fire on the last Elite, killing him quickly.

As the Elite drew its last breath, I hopped off the turret. Heading for the opening, Chief following suit. The opening held a Major elite hefting dual Plasma Rifles. We hit the sides of the opening as the Elite roared in anger. I signaled for Chief to provide suppressing fire, and he swung out of Cover and did so. The Elite roared, as the shots pinged off his shields. I tackled the Elite, and pulled out my combat knife, stabbing its neck. The Elite struggled for a second, then relaxed, dead as a doornail. Moving on, the interior of the structure had a downward, extremely dark walkway, which led too a small room with a door. The room, as usual was full of Covenant, 4 Elites to be exact. One had gold armor and retreated behind the open door.

"Don't let them close the doors!" Cortana urgently warned

The warning came to late, as the door-swooshed shut, leaving Chief and I alone with 4 Elites. One Elite minor charged at me, firing his needle rifle as he did so. Two needles slammed into the wall behind me and detonated, barely nicking my shields. I returned fire with the DMR, putting a round clean through the Elites chest. Chief moved forward, strafing left and right as he did so, spraying two Elites with bullets. The narrow room had no way to dodge, and they went down, roaring and groaning in pain as the bullets hit them. The last elite, pulled out a sword, and charged at us.

"Sword master, watch it!" I told Chief. I faced several of these Elites on Reach; they fought damn well with their blades. This Elite wore white armor, which showed he was of high ranking. We backpedaled up the hallway, opening fire on the Elite as we did so, draining its shields steadily. I charged forward and swung at me. I threw myself onto the floor, just avoiding getting my arm cut off. Chief took this distraction to shoot the Elites hand, severing it. It roared in pain as it charged us again, this time without a major weapon. I kicked it to the ground, and fired a round clear through its head. Now that the immediate problem was gone, it was time to focus on the locked door.

"Cortana, is there a security control room nearby?" Chief asked

"Scanning, let's see. Yes there is, just further along the beach, get back in the Warthog and I'll show you where it is."

" That's rather lucky, isn't it?" I added

" Yes, yes it is." Cortana jokingly replied.

Chief simply shrugged.

"Will, let's go."

I nodded, and we left the structure. I hopped back on the turret, and readied for more. Chief hopped behind the wheel, and we drove back down the hill.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

The security station was more or less the same design as the first structure containing the cartographer, however the way in was much longer, requiring us to walk up a hill, and through what appeared to be a landing zone, before entering the structure. Driving near the hill, there were two large trees blocking the pathway, so we had to go on foot. Dismounting the warthog, Chief and I moved up the hill silently, trying not to arouse any attention to the Covenant, who were sure to be up there. On the top, I scanned the area, looking to see what we were up against. There were two hunters, several Major Elites, leading a group of Grunts and Jackals.

"You think we can handle them?" I asked Chief.

"Definitely. We should take them out quietly; hopefully we can leave the hunters for last. Knife at the ready."

"It's always ready." I deadpanned.

" Very funny." Cortana added.

Chief said nothing as we quietly separated. I moved left, he moved right.

Moving behind a lone grunt, taking a nap, I snapped its neck, and put it in the bushes. I saw Chief on the other side, but he same position, slitting a Jackal's throat with his knife. Moving forward, we took out two Elites, along with half the grunts and jackals. As I moved to an Elite major, he turned suddenly, and growled, before raising the alarm.

The element of surprise gone, I pulled out my rifle, and forced the Major into cover. Chief took advantage of the distraction to kill several more silently, before he too pulled out his Assault rifle, opening fire on the nearest grunt, shredding it. I charged at the Elite Major, opening fire, and managed to punch through its shields on the fifth shot, blowing half its head off. It hit the ground, with a roar of pain, as the Hunters finally alerted to our presence. I dove to the side, as a Fuel rod burst cleanly missed me, hitting the trees behind and turning it into splinters. Grabbing a plasma grenade from the corpse of one of the grunts, I lobbed it, sticking it onto on of the Hunters; it made a guttural, low rumbling noise before the grenade detonated, blowing the Hunter back several feet. Alive but barely, it staggered to its feet. The remaining aliens opened fire, draining my shields and forcing me back. Chief moved forward, heading towards my position, opening fire as he did so. Three more fell under his rifle, as he ran towards my position. The two hunters continued to open fire, but they weren't smart enough to lead their shots, so as long as we kept moving we were fine. We focused on the first hunter, trying to land shots onto its fleshy underside. Chief tossed a frag grenade onto the bottom of it, forcing the hunter to turn around to block the explosion. As he did so, we both opened fire on its back, putting it down for good. The other hunter, screamed in fury and anger, and opened fire again and again before its cannon overcharged. I tossed a frag below it, which blew the Hunter into pieces. The final Grunts and Jackals proved little trouble for two super soldiers, and we soon were back on our way.

I reloaded, the spent casings on rolling around on the green grass. Chief did the same, as we continued onwards.

Within the structure, there was one opening, with dark hallways, and low lightning. My motion sensor showed several contacts, but I couldn't see a thing. Stealth Elites, the bastards were close. The ionizing glow of not one, but three swords came into view, as the group of Elites roared a deathly cry and charged.

"Oh Shit."

Chief snapped into action, spraying his bullets into one Elite, killing it. The other two charged at me, swinging as they did so. I weaved under a swing, and pumped several rounds into the unlucky alien's stomach. It fell back, but it wasn't safe yet. The other Elite swung forwards, and I moved right, but it struck a glancing blow on my side, taking my shields out. It followed this along with a kick, sending me sprawling to the floor. However, before it could finish me off. Chief took that one down with his rifle. He pivoted around to kill the final one, before extending a hand to pick me up.

"Thanks, we clear?"

"Yep."

Hopping to my feet, we walked over to the security room. Odd orbs and lights danced around the display, and it seemed almost organic, less artificial. There was a diagram of the ring itself, with thousands of pieces jutting out and in. There was a display at around chest level, and I reached out my hand to touch it. The panel made a chime, all of a sudden one part of the ring jutted forward.

"The door should be open now." Cortana told us.

" You do realize that, if the pieces represent parts, it shows us how large the ring actually is." I quipped

" True. We'd better head out, Cartographer won't find itself." Cortana replied. Chief said nothing, as usual.

As we walked out of the structure, a panicked voice screamed into our helmets.

"Mayday, MAYDAY! Dropship Bravo 022 is taking enemy fire! We're under fire, and losing altitude!"

"Hold on, we're on our way."

Two Elites hefting plasma rifles charged at the both of us, and they were put down with relative ease. For Elites anyway. After we dispatched them, I heard a loud boom outside. Rushing out, we saw the wreckage of Bravo 022. Rockets, ammunition, and med-packs littered the area. A warthog, upturned on its side also lay there, intact though. It was a miracle it survived.

"Bravo 022 was carrying heavy weapons, after I saw the opposition we were against, I figured you might need it. Head down to the beach, we can salvage the cargo. "

Chief was about to turn back the way we came when I tapped him on the shoulder.

"Hm?"

"We're on a sloped hill, we can slide down from there. We also save lots of time, and avoid the Aliens that are probably waiting for us back there."

"True, not bad. Let's go."

It seemed comical, two super soldiers sliding down a hill as if it were a slide. Walking towards the dead Marines, I quietly closed their eyes, and grabbed their dog tags. No matter who you were, it was never good to see a fellow soldier die. Chief salvaged several M41 rocket launchers, and tossed one over to me. I grabbed it with one hand, and hefted it. I had about 10 rounds, good enough. Chief grabbed a Battle Rifle from the wreckage, and readied it. I kept my trusty DMR. I refilled my grenades, and flipped over the warthog. Chief hopped on the back this time, as I took the wheel.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

"Hunters!" Chief yelled.

We'd just reached the top of the Cartographer, and the Covenant had reinforced them again.

I power slided, managing to avoid the two fuel rod bursts, and Chief laid into the two Hunters with his turret. The armor piercing rounds proved to be extremely effective, as the Hunters went down quickly.

"Damn, that turrets powerful." I joked.

"Definitely." Replied Chief.

Walking down, and past the pile of dead bodies we'd left beforehand. The door was open this time, and there was a fork past it. Moving right, it led to a huge opening. The structure stretched exponentially farther. And looking down, I couldn't even see where the bottom was. There was a piece of debris lying on the top of the platform we were standing on, and I kicked it off. It fell for a minute, before I heard a faint bonk of the metallic floor. Turning back, the only way forward now, was to push through, into the structure.

Sleeping grunts, and more dark hallways, which was a key theme of this Alien design. I snuck over to the sleeping ones, and snapped their necks. Chief hopped onto and Elite, and stabbed it with his Knife before it could yell a warning. The room was clear for only a second, before a door opened, and two surprised jackals looked at us for a split second, before opening fire. I dodged the shots, but was pushed back slightly. I popped a jackal in the leg with my rifle, and in shock, the reptile let its guard down, allowing Chief to deliver a double tap with his rifle to the chest. Following up with a frag, which blew up the rest of the Jackals, the element of surprise was gone. We continued where the Jackals had come, onto a sloped staircase, which led to the lower levels.

This time the Covenant was ready for us, opening fire the moment we came in. I took cover behind a pillar, and waited for an opening. Popping out, I put a round through a grunt that got too close, watching as it gurgled, and collapsed quickly. Chief was exchanging fire with an Elite holding a carbine, and I opened fire on the Elite, taking out its shields. It fell back, stunned, before Chief killed it by popping a three round burst into its chest. Rolling to another pillar, I took out 5 more grunts with precise headshots, watching them quickly collapse. Chief moved sideways, flanking the enemies, and caught the Jackal's by surprise. They had no chance to bring up their shields as Chief killed them all with one clip. Continuing along the room, I took in the surroundings. Artificial yet organic-like machinery was littered around the area, and everything had a glowing color.

It felt almost like we were in the stomach of an actual person, if the person was a robot. I walked past a hallway, and a fuel rod blasted less than a foot away from me, taking out my shields. Diving back into cover before the Hunter could land a kill shot, I waved at Chief and beckoned to his Rocket Launcher, which he slung from his back. He unslung the launcher, and walked to where I almost died. He turned, and emptied both barrels in two seconds, killing one hunter, and His partner charged at Chief knocking him off his feet and taking his shields out. It bent down, preparing to impale Chief with his spikes. This time, I unslung my rocket launcher, and fired at the Hunters side. The impact pushed the hunter backwards, and injured it profusely, knocking the hunter onto one leg. I fired once more, and killed him. I stretched out my hand, and helped Chief to his feet.

"Not going to be the first time I save you. Certainly won't be the last either."

"Thanks."

"Cortana, can I ask something?"

"Go ahead Six-er William."

"I know we've only gone on two missions, but could you at least tell me why you never mention all the enemy troops that we come across when you advise us?"

Chief grunted, in a passable imitation of a laugh.

"Well, I don't want to make you feel unnecessary. Besides, you have motion sensors telling you that there are enemy soldiers, and I wouldn't want to annoy you. Plus, you're smart, at least I hope you are."

*Sigh* "That's true."

"Anyways, move along down the corridor, there should be another slope leading down. After that, same type of hallway with another slope, that final slope should lead to the cartographer.

"Roger. Will, let's head out."

Nodding, we headed down the slope. With a hiss, the door slid open. As we watched through, the COM keyed on," Foehammer to ground team, you got three Covie dropships closing in fast!" the hallway we were in currently had no walls, and the celling was the clear blue sky above us. Below, was an endless abyss? I had no idea how to tell. I nudged Chief, and told him to watch his step. He simply nodded, as we continued to monitor our allies radio chatter.

Gunnery Sergeant Stacker, the soldier in charge of the LZ, drawled in with his sharp voice. "Okay boys, we got some company bringing the ruckus. Engage enemy forces on sight."

Cortana advised," it may be easier if you could hold them off from inside the structure. Can you get in, Sergeant?"

Stacker's voice, rising to a shout this time replied," Negative, the bastards are already here! We'll handle them Cortana, just finish whatever the hell you're doing."

"Give them hell Gunny." I told Stacker, and then broke the connection.

"We'd better hurry Chief, or we could get overrun."

"Roger that."

We pushed down the slope, and into the dark hallways beyond. After a few minutes of walking through hallways, footbridges, and small hatches, we came across a control panel, with a group of troops defending it. I tossed a grenade, which took out most of the group, wounding the last Elite, while Chief finished him with a quick burst.

The holopanel glowed a bright blue, and hummed, as if beckoning us to come towards it.

"There!" Cortana said, "That should be the control panel."

"Any idea how to open it?"

"Nope."

Chief took several steps forward, and warily tapped the panel. The panel exploded in a plethora of light, and a glowing wire-like map floated above us.

"Analyzing," Said the smart AI." Halo's Control Center is-" she highlighted a point on the map on our HUDs-" Over here. It looks like a sort of shrine."

I quizzically asked Chief," How did you know that was the button?"

" I didn't."

I laughed, as we continued back up.

Walking back the way we came, it was clear until the third floor. The Covenant must have regrouped to try and stop us from evacuating the area. I put down several grunts, and then reloaded to realize I was on my last mag. I finally unslung my rocket launcher.

A large exhaust trail followed my firing, and a group of Grunts and Elites exploded. A second rocket followed, bringing the rest down.

Chief looked at me, and then unslung his launcher too.

"Boys you'd better hurry, Foehammer has a 30 second window, and she's arriving in 2 minutes."

"Right. Double-time!"

We swiftly moved up the levels, using our rockets to great effect. However, we were running out of time.

"Chief, you've got 30 seconds to get over here before I have to pull out. Banshee's on my tail and they're getting closer!"

This time, we dropped our guns, and took off on a sprint. Dumping my rocket launcher, we ran as hard as our armored legs could go, weaving, and dodging our way through plasma bolts at the same time. Finally we hit daylight, and Foehammer's Pelican waited for us. We ran, with what seemed like an army behind us. Chief made to hop on the Pelican, and I grabbed a covenant carbine to give him some cover. The bolts scattered the charging Covenant and Chief hopped on. He stretched out his hand as I dropped the gun, running. The Pelican slowly rose and was about to fly away…

"Jump for it!"

I threw myself forward, and hit the deck of the Pelican. I began to slide off, till a strong armored hand grabbed mine.

"Returning the favor." He said, and pulled me to my feet. I pulled my helmet off, and smiled.

"Thanks Chief."

We weren't out of it yet, as we headed straight for the Control room.

(A/N: Read, Review, Follow, general drill I guess. Thanks to arbiter6784 for proofreading.)


	8. FrostBite

**Chapter 5: Frostbite **

In a large hole in Halo's surface, a Pelican, carrying two super-soldiers, an AI, and an excellent pilot went down through a large tunnel. From what I heard from Cortana, apparently this tunnel was part of many others, almost like veins in a human body.

Sitting in the Pelican, I popped a couple of stims, just to keep my spirits up. Running a couple of diagnostics, I checked my suit integrity, just to make sure there was no problem with the shield systems or anything. Chief was meditating, or whatever he was doing, simply sitting and looking towards the ground.

Cortana added, with a tint of humor in her voice," Oh, by the way, this place is packed with Covenant Will. Just so you know."

"Very funny."

The hatch popped open several seconds after that, and a grunt yelped in surprise as it noticed the both of us descending. I pulled up my DMR, and the Grunt said nothing more. Chief pulled an Assault Rifle from the hatch, and attached several grenades to his belt. The Pelican finally touched ground, and we hopped off.

Foehammer pinged us, " Good Luck you two, I'd rather be up here, than down there. Foehammer out."

The Pelican slowly rose upwards, heading back to the surface. From the landing point, there was a maze of more tunnels and staircases that led to the ground, which led to the outside, which finally led to the Control Center. This was the closest drop off point. Several fire-teams had already been taken out on their descent, and we hoped that we could help some survivors. We walked towards the first door, and it hissed open, leading to the beyond.

Like the dead Grunt before it, the rest were asleep, dreaming of what Grunts did. The room forked apart, before aligning together. Chief and I split, one left, one right. I pulled up my Combat Knife, holding it like an icepick as I advanced towards a group of the sleepers. One, two, three, all throats were slit, as I headed towards the bend. Chief was less subtle, opting to snap their necks quickly. The final one let up a strangled cry as he snapped his neck. It hadn't hit the floor before I met Chief, nodding. He beckoned towards the next door, but this one headed towards the staircase.

Down to the staircase, this room opened up to a giant area, with rises and falls, and a staircase at the end, which led to a bridge on the outside. This room however, was filled with alert Jackals, Elites, and Grunts, all eyes that pointed at us the moment we came in.

Cortana smartly quipped," This is happening a lot don't you think?"

I took a couple hits, draining my shields as my DMR rang in unison with the plasma bolts, piercing several Grunts bodies as they hit the ground writhing. Chief opened fire with his Assault Rifle, breaking an Elites shields, and pierced its helmet. He lobbed a frag grenade over a Jackal phalanx, and the resulting detonation blew them apart. My shields recharged, and I opened fire on two Elites, killing one, and draining the other's shields. The survivor, a crimson armored Elite drew a Sword, and charged. I tried to land a kill shot, and the gun jammed.

Drawing my pistol, I squeezed off two rounds before the Elite swung forward. The two rounds served to stun the Elite. I put my foot between his two wide feet, and emptied my clip into its face. Reloading, and popping back into cover, I moved to unjam my DMR. Chief was firing off rounds as fast as he could, pushing the Covenant back towards the room. Once they were all together, I lobbed a grenade, killing them all. I pulled a bullet from the DMR, which was jamming it, and we moved on.

Cortana keyed the COM, and half spoke to herself, and half talked to us as she said," The Covenant presence here is stronger than I anticipated. They seem to have the entire region secured."

The door opened, and a flurry of snowflakes whooshed in. We walked outside, and took a look at the scene outside. Snow rained heavily, akin to the strongest blizzard, and snow fell onto my helmet. Brushing it off, amidst the raging winds. I saw mountains, with ragged rocks, capped off with white fluff from the snow. We were standing on the roof of a large structure, and it felt so out of place. It almost seemed as if a bunch of aliens had decided to take shelter within a winter wonderland. I sighed, enjoying the cold weather, altering the temperature controls so I could feel a bit more cooling in the suit. Chief saw me fiddling with my controls, and asked," Editing the temperature controls? Never done that before."

"Yeah, I always try to adapt to the temperature, so if the helmet or the suit doesn't work, I'll be fine."

"Never thought of it that way, my suit's always fine."

"You won't think of it like that if you wear a SPI suit in the middle of a heat wave."

"SPI?"

"Think of a cheap MJOLNIR which doesn't work."

" Never knew what the three's-

Cortana butted in, loudly," I hate to break up the chitchat, but Covenant inbound on the other side of the bridge!"

The conversation instantly stopped, as we snapped into battle ready position. Sighting on my scope, I could see several Shades being set up, and more troops pouring in. They hadn't noticed yet, and I waited for the Shade to get set up, before popping the grunt controller in the head. The blizzard ensured the cracks from my Rifle would not be heard. Chief followed along, taking out several before they could notice us. An Elite, looking around, and warbling in alien tongue, looked around for the assailant, and put himself behind the Shade, ensuring it wouldn't be killed. Moving forward slowly, I headed towards the Shade, and the Covenant troop behind it. Foregoing stealth, I opted to grab the Elite, pulling him to the floor, and crushing its neck with my boot. Chief continued moving onwards, and noticed the bridge was much longer than they originally thought. It stretched for a while, before it finally went back into the structure.

A Spirit up ahead dropped off several troops, and a pair of Hunters, which began to advance towards our position. I opened fire with my DMR, picking off an Elite, which was acting a bit too aggressive. Chief was on my left, throwing grenades towards the Hunters, to try and knock them off the platform. While the explosion didn't budge the Hunters, a Grunt and Jackal got thrown off, screaming as they did. The two Hunters continued advancing, amidst the constant stream of bullets hitting them.

Chief opted to spray, and the troops behind the hunters collapsed as the shredder rounds punched through them. Focusing on the Hunters, I rolled a grenade, trying to time it so the detonation would occur under them. I didn't have that problem, as the behemoth slipped on the grenade, stumbling to the floor. The explosion served to push the Hunter off the edge, and that was one down. The second one continued moving forward, this time in anger putting down its shield to go faster. However this served as a death sentence as Chief emptied his clip into the fleshy underside. The giant went down, groaning as the orange worms 'leaked' blood and gore from the insides.

Moving forward yet again, a door cracked open, and Jackals poured out. However, these ones were different, more reptilian, and all the more scarier. Skirmishers. I'd faced those Bastards back on Reach, and they were tough to fight. Weaker than Elites, but moving a hell of a lot faster, these guys were pretty dangerous. Chief's voice came over my COM.

" Will, those Jackals don't look normal."

" Yeah, faced them on Reach, army calls them Skirmishers, think of a fast Jackal."

" Surprised I never met them before."

" They rarely deploy them, seems we killed out most of their species in the war."

" Not enough."

My DMR served to take out the Skirmishers quickly. Chief decided to opt out using the Assault Rifle, using his M6 to land quick headshots. The ones that were left screeched, and hopped forward, strafing left and right as I did so. A Skirmisher tackled me, and clawed at my helmet. Kicking him off, I shot it in the face. Chief was met with the same predicament, and he threw the unlucky alien off the roof. No rest for the wicked, as the reptiles continued charging at us, peppering us with plasma pistol fire as they did so. Several lagged behind with needle rifles, and took potshots.

"Will, take out the sharpshooters with your DMR, I got the rest!" Reloading, I checked that I still had a full clip, and then opened fire. A Jackal hit the floor, bleeding from the chest and stomach, and another went down from a quick headshot before the others opened fire on me. The Needle Rifles hit and exploded, taking out my shields. A shrill warning rang out in my helmet, and I moved behind a Covenant arms locker, waiting for my shields to recharge. Looking back, I saw Chief take on several at a time; three fell to the ground before Chief pulled out his pistol, not skipping a beat. More fell, and one jumped for his helmet. A swift pistol whip served to knock it out.

The Skirmishers dealt with, the bridge back in was finally clear. Checking my weapons, I reloaded, and Chief did the same. Cortana hummed to herself, as she did god knows what. Popping back into the structure, I'd just realized there was temperature control within the structure. The temperature was a cool, perfect temperature, and it gave a small insight into what the alien constructor's bodies could handle.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

After several more easy fights with a small platoon of Grunts and Jackals, we emerged on the bottom. With a 'putsch' the door cracked open, leading to the cold, and beyond.

The mountains, much larger at ground level loomed over us with their craggy peaks, looking monstrous and menacing, and the Covenant presence helped give the area an extremely bad appearance. Two Ghosts whirred over to our position, and hosed the area with plasma fire. Pinned down behind cover, I waved at Chief for suppressing fire. He popped out; firing short bursts with his rifle as I charged forward towards a Ghost. The pilot, a low-ranking grunt was too busy focusing on trying to exterminate Chief; he didn't notice me hopping on the side.

I punted him off, and manned the ghost, crushing him under my wheels. I charged it up, and punched into the other ghost, hosing it with plasma fire as I did so. The driver caught a stray bullet, and hit the deck. Chief manned this ghost, as we continued onwards. Cortana put in a bit of information to help us.

"Interesting… the weather patterns here are more natural rather than artificial. Its either the ring's weather functions are malfunctioning, or its builders actually intended for this ring to have inclement weather."

In front of us, a platoon of marines and an overturned warthog lay in the snow. The Marines were exchanging fire with several Covenant soldiers, and one Elite noticed us. His distraction proved fatal, as a Marine took the advantage to toss a grenade under him. The detonation blew the Elite into pieces, and we took the advantage to finish the rest of the disorganized troops off. I sprung a DMR, my bursts hitting their marks easily, as grunt after grunt hit the floor. Chief finished off the rest. However, our gunfire must have drawn others over, as a Wraith appeared into view from around the corner, and began lobbing plasma mortars.

"Marine's, let the Spartans handle this one! Get the wraith to focus on us, let the Spartans kill it." The Sergeant in control, by the name of one Pavel Klaus yelled. I smirked through my helmet as his company took potshots at the wraith, trying to get its attention. The bullets wouldn't do much, but they definitely helped as Chief and I gunned towards the alien tank, opening fire with plasma as we did so. The ionized bullets slagged and melted the armor beneath as the tank struggled to turn to face us. Our Ghosts were too nimble as we dodged its slow firing shells, and a stray bullet hit the back engine. The tank detonated with a giant blue flame, and I could hear the screams of the pilot's as they slowly burnt to a crisp. With a sigh of satisfaction, we drove back to the Marines, who were trying to flip the Warthog. Chief hoped off, signaled the Marines to move back, and put both his hands on the bottom.

"No way is he going to lift it all on his own, no way." A Marine pointed out.

"You obviously haven't seen a Spartan before." Sergeant Klaus put in as with a grunt; Chief wrenched the Warthog right-side up. The disbelieving Marine was flabbergasted as Chief turned to us, not even breaking a sweat, and getting back on his Ghost. I followed suit as the Marine's got onto their Warthog. We had to move farther along the mountains, they would lead to the control center.

Sergeant Klaus yelled from the passenger to his marines, packed into the Warthog," Weapons hot boys! Drive it like you stole it." His platoon broke into laughter as we continued moving along.

"This is Fire team Zulu requesting immediate backup! Our Scorpion's taking fire and can't take much more of it! Anyone out there, we need immediate assistance. This is PFC Ryan and our CO is down! Any UNSC forces respond, over!"

"This is Cortana, we're coming Marines, just hold on."

" Surprised there were still Marine teams holding out. We'd better get there soon."

Boosting over a small crest, we saw the battle that took place in front of us. A scorpion tank was playing a game of cat and mouse with another wraith tank, and around them, marines in warthogs played a deadly game of chess with Ghosts, which circled the area. A Gold elite piloting a revenant commanded the troops, while the de-facto commander of the Marines was PFC Ryan, who was the one who extended the call to Cortana earlier.

Chief commanded, "Will, take the Ghosts, and the Shades, I got the Tank"

"No problem Chief."

"Sergeant Klaus! Take out the infantry, I'll try and take out the Ghosts."

"Yes Sir! You heard the man, Let's give these pansies a warm welcome!"

I went straight for the leader, opening fire with the main bolts. He roared, and tried to dodge the shots as best he could, lobbing the small pink versions of the Wraith shots as close as he could to me. One landed beside me, and drained my shields. I could swear the Elite was smiling as he continued to rain mortars near me. Suddenly, machine gun fire roared in the distance, and the Elite toppled off, dead. I looked over to see my savior, and saw a bunch of Marines hefting SAWs waving at me. I waved back, and engaged the Ghosts. Weaving left and right, I slammed into one, and emptied bullets into the bumper in front. The grunt pilot squeaked in fear, and did the same 'till I cocked my pistol and shot it in the head. The pilotless vehicle veered to the side, then lay motionless. Using my pistol to great effect, I took down all the Grunt pilots, leaving the Ghosts intact. I looked to Chief, and I saw a smoking wraith, and Chief on foot walking towards the Marines, who'd cleaned out the rest of the infantry.

"Area clear Chief, what do we do now?"

"Let's use the tank."

**XXxXxXxXxX**

The Scorpion tank was a God-given gift, and no one thanked it more than the Marines in the UNSC. Ghosts, Wraiths, nothing could withstand the high velocity cannon of the M808B battle tank. Finally, we were on what seemed to be a road, and the snow raged on around us. There were two Warthogs behind us, and we led the cavalry towards the structure.

"Cortana, we on the right track?" I asked

"Yep, control room should be in the structure around 10 clicks from here." She replied.

"Chief, catch." Tossing him a small audio disc, I threw it over my head into the cockpit. Chief caught it, and looked it over.

Cortana's voice came over, "It's a retro track from the 2010's."

"Put it on Chief, it calms me down just before a battle."

I heard a click as Chief inserted it into the slot on his helmet.

"Not bad."

Several more minutes of silence commenced, as we looked around at the raging snow behind us.

I wistfully spoke over my COM to break the silence, saying." The cold reminds me of when I was a baby."

Chief replied," Was it always cold where you lived?"

"Yeah, it was always cold, summer wasn't a word in our dictionary."

"I'm sorry, was?"

"Yeah, the Covenant invaded when I was 6 years old. I lived within the outer colonies, and we were one of the first ones taken. It's a long story, and we've arrived already." My voice drew to a whisper, as I remembered what happened. As a child, I remembered the blistering cold, and some small memories of having fun at school with friends, but the one strongest memory of my childhood was the invasion. It stands out like a sheet of flame in my memory, and I never forgot.

"Will, are you all right?" Chief's voice, tinged with concern asked me.

"Yeah, I'm okay."

"Okay then. We're there already, but we need to head there on foot."

As we got off, I saw Chief giving me an odd look, before continuing onwards. I wondered what was going on in his head.

**Chief's POV *****start*******

I looked at Will, but I couldn't read anything from him. Granted that Spartans didn't show much emotion, I wasn't surprised. Opening up a private channel to Cortana, I asked.

"Cortana, do you know what happened to Will?"

"I got a bit curious, and I checked out his file while you two were fighting. His file is covered in black ink; I don't know what happened to him. If you want to find out, you're going to have to find out yourself."

"I plan to."

**Chief's POV *End***

**XXxXxXxXxX**

Chief looked at me, and waved me onwards. After several more battles within hatches, and other small structures that we steadily cleared out, we stood in front of the base of a large pyramid, with several layers of Covenant defending it.

"Entrance to the control center is at the top of the pyramid, you should be fine on the way up, and two Spartans can handle quite a lot." Cortana said.

" That we can." I laughed.

" Move up. " Chief ordered.

Using my armored gloves, I slowly pulled myself up, trying to avoid the small rocks and stones that were falling onto my faceplate. Shaking the dust and dirt off, I pulled myself over the edge, checking to see what opposition faced is. One hunter, unaware of our position patrolled the area. I grabbed a fragmentation grenade, and threw it down. It exploded with a loud 'PING' and served to piss it off. As it charged, Chief threw a plasma grenade, which fused itself to its armor plating. Firing a fuel rod cannon before its demise, it narrowly zipped over our heads. Through my helmet I could feel the hairs on my head prickle slightly. We both knew there was a second one somewhere around us. So we slowly edged around. Sure enough, there was number two, completely oblivious to the fact that his companion was dead. The snowstorm must have drowned out the sound of the grenade detonation. I spontaneously waved towards Chief, and told him to wait. Crawling up, I sneaked around the hunter so is unprotected back was showing. With a quick whistle, it turned around, and growled in surprise. It was about to take a step forward before it hit the ground. I ran forward while it was on the floor, and pushed it off the pyramid. Chief crawled up, and nodded at me.

Continuing onwards, the Covenant realized that they were being invaded, and began blind firing downwards towards us. So instead of just avoiding the occasional space-rock, there were now plasma bolts and shots to dodge. I adopted a zigzagging technique, while Chief opted to let the bolts slam into him, as his shields seemed to be able to take it. The occasional banshee threw potshots at us. One stupid banshee got a bit too close, and couldn't avoid crashing into the pyramid. Hissing and sputtering, it wobbly flew a bit father away before exploding. I laughed as we continued the struggle upwards, expending more ammo as we continued upwards.

At the top, I checked my ammo, and noticed I was on my last two clips. Chief was on his last. Cortana advised," You two better conserve. I see a shade over there, you might need to use it." Stepping over the body of a dead Elite, I looked at the door in front of us. Huge, there was no telling what was in front of us, other than the fact that both our motion sensors went a bit mad when we got close.

"Let's put that shade to good use. Will, when I say go, hit the switch." Chief commanded as he walked over to the shade and hopped into it." Okay, hit it." I flicked the switch, and it was a turkey shoot. As soon as they came in, they died. Heading in, we entered a giant hangar-like room, with a couple Covenant stragglers, mostly Grunts and Jackals. I used the last of my DMR ammo putting them down, and then grabbed a Carbine from a dead Jackal. Chief still had a couple rounds with his Assault Rifle.

I activated the next set of doors as Cortana told us," All Covenant forces have been eliminated for the area. Well done boys, the Control Center is in the next room, Let's go."

In a simple word, majestic was the way to describe what was before us. An immense platform, a titanic bridge, freestanding as defiance to physics extended over a giant walkway, falling to god knows where. At the end, a circular walkway stood a holo-model of the system we were in, the Threshold system. Suspended between a giant gas giant and its slightly smaller moon, was the Halo ring. Beyond the walkway, floating in the air was a giant model of Halo, stretching what seemed to be thousands of feet long.

There wasn't a railing, and it reminded me of the dangers of this place. Wherever the hell you go, all you see was danger in this place. Despite the beauty, it was more like a dystopia than a utopia.

"This is it…Halo's Control Center." Cortana said as we approached a large panel at the center of the giant center walkway. It was filled with alien glyphs, all glowing and gleaming, and floating together and away like a piece of abstract art. I whistled, joking to Chief." Trippy." He looked at me, quietly shaking his head, but I heard a bit of laughter from his helmet. He simply swiped two fingers across his helmet, the Spartan smile.

"Tap that terminal." Cortana told us. Tapping the symbol, I saw Chief stiffen, as Cortana ported herself into the alien station. She then appeared in place of the giant Halo ring, herself giant. Energy radiated across her skin, and she had a pleasured expression across her face. Her 'skin' shifted from blue, to purple, to red, and backwards as she looked around the room. Chief inquired," Are you okay?" We weren't expecting that. Cortana eased his worries when she replied," Never better! You can't imagine the wealth of information-its fast, its glorious!"

He then replied," So, what sort of weapon is Halo?"

"What are you talking about?" Replied the now surprised AI.

"Stay focused Cortana, how do we use Halo against the Covenant?"

Cortana had a mask of disdain on her face as she stared at the both of us." This ring isn't a cudgel, you barbarian, it's something else, something much more important. The Covenant were right, this ring.."

She stopped for a couple seconds, as you saw her eyes flit around the room, as she scanned what had to be a huge amount of information and data. Confused, she said to herself "Forerunner, give me a sec to access…"

A second later, her words rushed out like a tidal wave," Yes, the Forerunners built this place, they called it a fortress world, in order to-"

I could tell Chief was going to ask her about why she called him a 'barbarian', so I clapped a hand on his shoulder. "Chief, she wouldn't be like this if she didn't have a reason behind it." He looked at me, and then nodded plainly. But before he could talk to me, Cortana's voice echoed to us. "No, that can't be, those covenant idiots… they had to have known, there must have been signs!"

" Wait wait wait, slow down… you're losing me." Chief frowned.

Her eyes widened in horror." The Covenant found _something, _buried in this ring, something_ horrible._ Now they're afraid."

"Buried?" I asked.

Her eyes looked far away, as if she could actually see what was going on. "Captain Keyes, we've got to stop him, the cache he's looking for, we can't let him get in. it's not really…"

"I'm sorry, I don't understand Cortana." I continued asking her.

Her voice rose to a shout, as she told us. "There's no time!" Her eyes flashed neon pink, and to a blood red as she focused on Chief and I like lasers. " I have to stay here. Get out, find Keyes and stop him. Go NOW!"

We took off immediately, rattled by the concern in her voice.

On the way Chief pinged his COM," Foehammer we need immediate pickup to Captain Keyes location. There's something wrong." In hindsight, 'something wrong' became the understatement of the year.

**(A/N: Allright, end of another chapter, tell me what you think! As per usual, read, review, enjoy!)**


	9. The Nightmare Hole

**Chapter 6: The Nightmare Hole**

We sat in the Pelican, helmets off and chewing on MRE's, as it headed towards the supposed weapons cache where Keyes was last seen. The hatch was open as we saw the landscape below us. Among snow, sand, and swamp, there were giant structures, which echoed construction similar to the previous ones we fought in. This place held many secrets. We were sitting next to each other, and we sat in silence.

Out of the blue, Chief asked me, "What happened to you?"

"How could you tell?"

"There's something in your eyes."

"Only Spartans can see other Spartans emotions. Yeah, there is something going on in my mind. It's never left. "

"What was it?"

"My family."

**XXxXxXxXxX**

I lived on the world of New Istanbul, the son of bankers. Leaning within the border of the outer and inner colonies, it carried all the safety of the inner colonies, with the peaceful, non-intrusion of the outer colonies. The country I lived in was constantly snowing, coating all in the vicinity with a beautiful white mist. It was a peaceful life, as far as I remembered, until they came.

I was six years old when they came. Coming home from school, it seemed a fine day. With a goodbye to friends, I took the short walk home. I remembered watching the sky slowly gray, and thought "hmm, must be raining soon." I began to hurry as I saw the white picket fence, and the calming cream-colored shine of my childhood home. I knew something was wrong when I saw my mother crying.

"Mommy, what's wrong?"

"Honey, I need you to go inside, and wait for daddy to come home. Can you do that for me sweetheart?"

"Okay."

I believe I was rather bright as a child, but I didn't want to impose on my mothers' apparent distress, so I obeyed. After several minutes, my father came home, his face set like stone. Ushering me out of the living room, and upstairs to our bedroom, I stood on the staircase, silently watching as my mother hugged my father, tears streaming down her face. He returned the hug, and then looked at her, his eyes steely.

"Jill (my mother's first name), they're here. We need to get to the evacuation points now."

"Why now? Why here Chandler (Dad's name)?"

"We knew this was going to happen. It was inevitable."

Oddly enough, I'd never heard of the Covenant back then. It was whispered by the adults may have been coming, but they didn't want the kids to be scared, so they obviously didn't tell us. To us children, an alien was only to be seen in movies, or sci-fi video games to be played, laughed at and then forgotten. Not anymore.

After packing the bare essentials like clothes, and food, I was pulled by my crying mother from the steps of our beautiful home, and out onto the street. Our father led the way, and we ran as we did so. The town we lived in was small, but close, as the entire town seemed to have begun the evacuation at the same time. I saw people I knew only in passing when my mother would take me out. People like the local pastor, my fathers' colleagues, and the odd school friend, as most lived in the city. I don't remember their names. What I remember was the crowd stopping. I pushed and slid my way to the front, and saw the sight.

It was the first Covenant warship I'd ever seen. The giant purple warship glassed the city of _Regalia, _and its beams turned everything into ash. Fire and brimstone raged about the city, as it looked like a monument to hell itself. The heat emanated from the city, and I could almost feel it. People beside and behind me had looks of sheer horror on their faces as they watched what had once been a proud home be destroyed. I saw pelican's attempt to escape, fire on their tails as they tried a futile attempt to leave the hell that surrounded them. None made it as bolts from phantoms slammed into them, driving them into the ground, and causing giant explosions. The superheated plasma charred the hulls of the pelicans all the way to their skeletal underbodies, and several got so close that I could hear the screams of the pilot, as they burnt to a crisp, unable to avoid their impending deaths. It was all so shocking to a young child, who'd never seen violence of this scale till now. I couldn't speak, much less cry as I stood there and watched the destruction.

A phantom must have spotted the crowd, as I remembered the eerie hum of the phantom as it came towards us. Then there was an explosion, and I woke up in complete carnage. My father carried me in his arms, and my mother was next to us we ran. Blood streaked across my face, and I saw my father had a hole in his shoulder, while my mother looked shaken, and her clothes tattered, but otherwise fine. I heard the screams of people, and strange guttural noises as I was carried through the madness. I looked to my left, and saw bodies lying on the floor, with holes in their heads and chest. I looked to my right, and saw scorched homes, and burnt out carcasses of cars, and what looked like people still in them. I looked up to see a blood-red night sky. I looked to my dad, and asked him," Will we be okay?"

"We'll always be okay son." He replied, but his eyes betrayed him. He was terrified. I said nothing, instead opting to lean into my father for comfort. Suddenly, I saw olive drab uniform come into my vision. We'd arrived at the evac point. Marines hefting assault rifles stood guard as people flooded into the Pelicans. There was one left. People began pushing and shoving, as my father held me above the crowd, and moved everyone in his way, out of the way. When we got in front of the Pelican, a marine stopped us.

"We've got no more room! You're going to have to wait for the next one!"

"Bullshit! There is no next one, let us on this Pelican!"

"Listen, I want to let you in, but if you get in there, this Pelican isn't going to take off!"

"You're kidding? You're going to let us all die here!"

"Buddy, You're not the only one being left behind, what about me and my buddies? It's a suicide mission! We just need to wait and hope they'll come back for us!"

"At least take my son! That's all that matters!"

"Goddamnit…Fine, take him on!"

My father put me down from his arms, and kissed me on my forehead.

"Son, know that me and your mother will always love you." I began to cry, as I knew that my parents weren't going to follow me. "Don't cry son. Be brave for me, be brave for me and your mother." Explosions and bolts got closer and closer towards us as the Covenant advanced. My father put me on the pelican, and waved, this time with a small tear in his eye. My mother was uncontrollably crying, and I gained a huge feeling of helplessness, knowing I could never help her. That was all I got to see in detail as the Pelican lifted off. I looked who sat next to me, then realized almost all were children. Looking out again, I could pick out the small shapes of my father and mother standing at the front of the line. I began to shake uncontrollably, and the last thing I heard before I fainted was my fathers' voice. "Be brave son, be brave for me."

**XXxXxXxXxX**

"I never knew what happened to them. From the information I'd gathered, I was one of the last transports to escape New Istanbul. After spending several days in a UNSC ship, I was asked by a man if I wanted to take revenge on the people who'd destroyed my home. I signed up immediately."

Chief was quiet throughout my entire retelling of the story. And after I finished, he looked at me, and quietly nodded. He put a hand on my shoulder, and said nothing.

"It was a long time ago. It's still a scar, and it always will be. The other S-III's all have the same ghosts." I softly said.

Chief spoke this time, speaking quietly." I'm sorry Will. Thank you for telling me."

I nodded, letting the memories slowly wash away again.

Foehammer came over the speakers in the cargo hold of the Pelican. "Chief, Six, We're getting close to Keyes last location. Might wanna prep."

I popped my helmet on, as Chief did the same.

It was time to get off, as I grabbed an Assault Rifle from the top. Chief grabbed an Assault Rifle, and we both stocked up on grenades. The low hum of the Pelicans engines hovered over the swamp, and we jumped off, with a large squelch. The muddy water pooled over my boots, as we walked forward.

Foehammer called us, "Call me when you've found the Captain, I'll head back to Alpha base for now."

I replied," Thanks, we'll do that."

"Good luck out there, Foehammer out."

The last friendly force in the area left us, leaving just chief, and I. Time for a walk in the park. The air seemed seven-eighths' water, and the smell of it didn't help. Annoying drones filled the air, probably from the wildlife around, but for now the motion-sensors were clear. Lieutenant Ambrose and Mendez constantly drilled into our mindsets to 'make friends with your environment'. The slight rise uphill from our landing fit into the bill completely. I'd always wondered what it would be like to serve with a Spartan-II like the Lieutenant, and now I got my chance. With a bird eye view of the area, we could see past the foliage and muck of the jungle and see where the Captain and his men had gone.

A downed Pelican lay no farther than sixty meters from our position, and Foehammer must have not seen the wreckage due to the dense foliage.

"Six, let's get a little closer." Chief commanded.

"Pelican dropped them off right? So what are these guys doing here?"

"Advance team? Second team? Wait; didn't foehammer say something about a second squad that vanished?" Chief replied.

"Damn. Guess this was what happened to em." I replied.

A sense of foreboding coming, I hoped that the Captain wasn't among the marine corpses near and around the crash site. Coming down the hill, and inspecting the wreckage, it seemed like the Pelican had crashed on takeoff. All the dead wore a naval insignia, thus they couldn't have been Marines. Be it mechanical failure, or enemy fire, they were taken down. Grabbing their dog tags, we were about to leave when I saw the inside of the Pelican had a weapons crate inside.

"Chief, weapons." I spoke, as I waved him over. Two M90 Shotguns neatly stacked in them, and we grabbed a healthy amount of ammo, and the two shotguns. Made sense having the extra firepower. Cocking it, I strapped them both behind my back. The appearance of 2 weapons on a Spartan must have been intimidating. Moving on, we noticed a couple of Covenant-style work lights. Following them, we came across a second wreck, this time of Covenant origin. Grunts, Jackals, and finally several Spec-Ops Elites lay around the area, dead.

"Check the bodies, we might find out if Keyes had passed here." I suggested to Chief.

Checking the bullet marks, we both realized that they'd been killed not by UNSC weapons, but _Plasma fire_.

"Chief, any clue on why they seem to be killed with their own tech?" I quipped.

"Defectors? Humans carrying plasma weapons, no explanation really fits does it?" He replied.

"No, no it doesn't. Let's keep following the boot trail. Maybe we'll pick up his signal."

Dropping the dead Elite back on the ground, we continued moving. We came across a lone Jackal, seemingly uninterested watching the path in front of us, his back turned. Chief looked and me, and cocked his head towards the reptile. I strode over, and slit its throat. The bird gurgled, scrabbled at its neck for a second, before it slunk to the forest floor. Wiping off my knife, we continued moving.

Rain started falling, causing the swamp water level to slowly rise, sloshing against our boots. Following the trail of boot prints, we came across a circle of cargo containers. Were the Covenant transporting things, and if so, what? Also, given the amount of work-lights, the crashed phantom, and now the cargo containers, we expected more than a lone Jackal.

This question was answered quickly, as we came across a Jackal patrol. Hefting their energy shields, they walked cautiously and carefully.

"Chief, flank them." I whispered.

Nodding, he climbed over several rocks, and out of sight. When he was in position, he winked a green light to me. I jumped out of cover, opening fire with my Assault rifle. The bullets pinged off its shields causing them to fall back, right into the Chief's hands. 2 bursts from his rifle put them down, and we continued onwards. We hoped the rain would mask our gunfire, but it was too loud, as our motion sensors recorded more enemies coming our way. I swapped to my shotgun, and pumped it.

Five shotgun shells, and one MA5 clip later, the Covenant lay on the ground, bodies smoking. The boot prints went into the forest, and as we walked, the broad big leaves brushed our shoulders, and had I not been wearing armor, I would have shivered from the cold touch. They weren't in the forest long, as it broke off into the entrance of a large complex.

"This place looks like the Cartographer doesn't it? Look over there!" I studied, and then noticed something. Several shotgun shells, a chocolate bar wrapper, and a sweet-William cigar lay on the ground. An UNSC-grade code-breaker was plastered at the entrance. We had to be getting close. As we entered the complex, the door shut with a mechanical hiss, and locked. Chief looked at me, and joked for the first time I'd seen.

"Well, I guess there's no way to go but forward."

"Ha-Ha." I deadpanned

With a method of construction not unlike the hallways we'd previously traversed through, this place was indeed of more Forerunner construction. It was getting to be obvious, as nearly everything on the ring had been from their doing. We walked through several more doors twisting left and right, until he hit a lift. I hit the button, and the lift whirred upwards. Instantly, my motion sensor registered a blip of about 5 hostiles. They must have been coming up. Chief and I took up flanking positions on both sides of the lift.

"Throw it in 3…2…1…now." I spoke to myself.

Pulling the pin, I rolled it into the lift. 3 seconds later, a boom sounded, and we turned around from our cover. 3 mangled jackals and 2 grunts lay on the floor, clearly dead. We walked in, and hit the lift to go down.

"What do you think we'll find down there?" I asked Chief.

"I don't know. There's a reason they have the Covenant guarding this place though. "He curtly replied.

"Probably guarding the Captain." I said.

"That is true, but look at what was in the Truth and Reconciliation. They'd have much more people guarding it. " Chief asked.

"Well, I believe that Captain Keyes is down here, deep enough that his transponder won't work though. I think he just took an alternate path from us, considering the locked doors, and the unaware aliens." I then quipped.

Chief whistled, as this seemed to be the most logical answer.

The lift doors hissed open, as we found ourselves within a narrow, and rather short hallway. This one led to a locked door, with another code-breaker slapped onto it like gum. The hallways had paths to other places, but since this one had the code-breaker, we both figured that this had to be it. As I went to work on the code-breaker, a chilling noise was heard behind me. Chief and I drew our weapons, as we looked for any sign of trouble. A dull droning was heard, but other than that nothing was out of the ordinary. The sound made my hairs stand on end, and it was very uneasy. Going pack to work on the door I opened it…

Facing an M6 pistol barrel, directed straight towards my helmet. Chief strode through the door; weapon raised, and then slung it. It was a Marine, but he was ashen-faced, and crying. He was on his knees like he was praying, and he was muttering random incoherent gibberish I couldn't understand. Chief walked over to him, and suddenly he looked up, and started yelling.

"Are you? Are you one of them? Come to get me at last? You monsters, you goddamned monsters, you don't…I don't… stay away from me! You can't take me! Oh god… oh god… please…please…doesn't hurt me."

Chief calmly grabbed the Marine by his shoulders, and reassured him," Relax, you're with friends now. What happened?"

"No no no I can't trust you! I can't trust anybody, they…they'll turn all of us into them!" The crazed marine shook himself from the chief's grasp, and shot a bullet, which pinged off the Chief's shields.

Chief shook back, and advanced towards the Marine, grabbing his pistol, and strapping it onto his belt, as well as grabbing the Marine, forcing him onto his feet. The hapless man shook, and started rambling incoherent things about death, and 'them'. It was clear he wasn't going to move, so we decided we were going to come back for him. In the clearing between the doors, I turned to look at the man, still shaking and white-faced. As the door closed shut, I heard him scream, a blood-curdling one, as he yelled loudly. The weird buzzing occurred again, as well as an odd sloshing noise. The chilling sound returned en masse this time, almost like an undead orchestra had come from behind the door. Our motion sensors went ballistic, with contacts appearing from everywhere. Chief and I tried to force our way through, but to no avail. The Marines screams suddenly cut out, and the droning stopped. The door hissed open, and he was _gone_, with a large bloodstain where he used to be.

"Chief, what the hell just happened?" I asked.

" I don't know." Chief, after a second of hesitation, replied.

When the supercomputer had no idea what happened, that's not a good sign. We continued pressing on regardless, and finally met a door, with another code-breaker. Tapping a few commands on it, the door hissed open…

And a mangled marine corpse landed on me. Catching it, I slowly lowered him to the ground, as Chief strode through the door. I grabbed his helmet, and his dog tags. A private Jenkins as it was, and his helmet was recording, maybe we could solve the mystery of what'd happened here.

"Chief, come take a look at this! I got a video recording!" I called him.

"Come take a look at this first." Was the answer I got? What could have been more important than a video recording?

I got my answer. Shell casings, strewn all over the floor like a weird carpet. There wasn't a single inch of the floor not covered in the bullets, and yet not a single drop of blood, just an odd brown liquid muck. It was yet another thing to add to the growing mystery, as I passed the helmet over to Chief, and he took out the recording. Playing it over both our HUD's, we could finally see what happened.

It carried all the characteristics of a Marine's helmet cam. It was standard definition, shaking camera, and the all important time stamp, which was dated at an hour before our coming across him. A platoon of Marines, including the Captain, and the black Sergeant who we'd come across in our landing arrived, and they pushed into the structure, seeing the Phantom that Chief and I came across around an hour earlier. Downwards, they took a different path, but ended up in the same room we were in now. The weird sloshing sound returning, a Marine complained of a bad feeling, before disgusting, fearful monsters came out of places unknown, and swarmed them. A tiny pod hopped onto the camera, and there was no more.

We both finished the recording, and looked at each other. We were clearly thinking the same things. Where were the monsters now? A blood-curdling scream, as hundreds of pods jumped from the overhanging pipes, and the battle began.

Opening up with my Assault Rifle, I could take out the small pods with a single bullet, but there was just so _many _of them. A larger form walked, or crawled towards me, a grotesque creature. But when it got closer, I finally realized what it was, amidst the battle.

A human, twisted to a hideous form, looking nothing like an actual person. The only tell were the dog tags hanging from his torso. I wasted no chances, butting it in the head with my Assault Rifle, and putting a burst into it. A small pod hopped into it, and it got back up again. My feeling of panic intensifying, I swapped to my shotgun, instead blowing the creature apart.

"Chief, we have to move!" I yelled, stomping a couple of the pods as I slowly pressed back, firing my shotgun as I did so.

"Not a bad idea, try and find an open door!" He wasn't having much fun either, as he also resorted to using a shotgun, blowing large numbers of the pods up. A human form jumped down, and slammed into Chief, pinning him to the floor. It raised its 'hand', getting ready to pummel him, before I knocked him off, and stomped on him. The weight of my MJOLNIR crushed its chest, and I fired a shotgun round, just to be sure. Pulling out my Assault rifle in one hand, and sheathing my shotgun, I pulled Chief up as I continued firing, not letting up on the tiny pods trying to overwhelm us.

"Over there! I found one open!" Chief yelled over the gunfire, and deathly noises coming from the things that were chasing us. We charged through it, and the door shut. My heart beat like a drum, and I took a second to regain my normal breathing. In all my training as a Spartan, I'd never faced something like that before.

"You…that…what…was that?" I spoke in between breaths.

"I…don't know. This place has too many surprises." Chief replied, his voice carrying a small tone of worry.

"We now know what became of the Captain though. We need to get to Silva, tell him about what happened." I told Chief, who nodded.

"Now, how do we get out of here?" I asked myself. Like clockwork, a door hissed open, leading to a hallway filled with the infected forms, which came stampeding in. I emptied a shotgun round into one infected marine, which practically blew up from the impact, spraying bits of matter and broken bone everywhere. Turning to the right, I killed three more with my Shotgun before reloading. Chief had killed his share as well, and we were clear for the time being.

Looking at the inside of one of the bodies, I saw a tiny infection form hop out, then burst, courtesy of Chief's MA5.

"They must reanimate the dead, that's how they have all these damn bodies, they take our dead, and turn them into those…things!" I finally understood.

Chief looked at the bodies, then said," We'd better destroy them, make sure those…pods cant reanimate the dead."

I agreed, and we stepped on the bodies, breaking them apart. Hopefully that would work I thought, as we continued onwards.

"You know how to get out of here?" Chief turned to me, asking.

"No, damn where is Cortana when you need her?" I replied, nervously. We continued forwards, hoping where we were going was a path towards escaping. Taking several steps forward, I was about to take a step forward when my motion sensor went mad- hostile central right in front of me. Chief grabbed my, and pulled me back.

An infection form ambled by, completely unaware of us, and I recognized the long angular face of an Elite. The reason we didn't open fire, was in pure shock of seeing what happened to it. Its skull was pivoted at a sickening angle, like the bones of its neck were melted, or broken and rearranged by someone with an incomplete knowledge of the human body. Its head lay behind its back, limply, almost not attached. It looked like a limb that needed amputation.

It looked like something had gone into the Elite, and completely rearranged it. a trill of fear hit me, something I wasn't accustomed to. I tried to resist the urge to vomit, as it slowly walked past us.

"Chief, if I ever show a hint of becoming like that, shoot me in the head."

"Same for me Will. Christ, you think they're all over this ring?"

"I don't know, but I don't want to find out."

Once it was out of sight, Chief raised his hand, counting from 3. When he put down his third finger, we both burst from our position, crushing a handful of the spherical creatures. Our shotguns rang in harmony, spattering the walls and the floor with blood and bone matter. One jumped and landed next to Chief. He kneed it in the supposed chest, slamming it upwards, and onto the floor. I killed it. While it was clear for a second, I noticed an elevator.

"Chief, elevator, lets go!" I yelled amidst the fire and explosions.

He rushed into it, and I followed. I left a small present for them, leaving a grenade primed on the ground. A boom, and the lift whooshed upwards, so hard that my ears popped.

The next room, hopefully the way upwards, carried all the charm of a crypt. A narrow hallway with a corner was in front of us. We walked there, and came across something I'd never want to see again.

It was a human private, whom Chief clearly recognized, and I realized he was the Marine Sergeant Johnson yelled at on our arrival to the ring world, Mendoza. His body was ravaged, but his face, his face was still carrying a semblance of humanity, which led the both of us to put our finger away from the trigger, trying to make contact.

"Mendoza, we need to get you to the medics, they can get you back to what you used to be, just come with us. I know they did something to you but, you need to come with us."

We were answered by an otherworldly cry, as what remained of Mendoza charged at us, waving his tentacle like a whip, pushing my to the side, and draining a quarter of my shields. Chief pumped a round into it, and the remnants of Mendoza exploded, leaving nothing but a small pod, which after one shotgun round from me served to destroy that as well. Feeding shells into our Shotguns, and checking ammo for our Assault Rifles, we moved as fast as we could upwards.

We were clear for the next room and hallway leading upwards, and out of the hellhole, but not for the room after the hallway. Opening it, a bunch of infection forms turned around, and charged at me. I dropped a grenade, and dove back into the hallway, waiting for the resounding boom. It came, and I went back through the door, only to find more coming. I swapped to my Assault rifle, spraying the lot of them, and putting down some, while Chief waited with his shotgun, killing any which came too close. One came through, wielding an UNSC M9 SMG. It opened fire, and the small bullets pinged off my shields, draining them to half and forcing me back. Bastards had weapons, but now was the first time I'd seen them use them effectively. Chief silenced it with a bullet to the face. Zombies were scary enough, but with guns? Much, much worse. I clipped the SMG to my belt, made no sense to leave it there, and continued onwards. It might to well when they started rushing, and my Shotgun was out of ammo. We reloaded all our weapons, and continued on.

The next hallway brought more bedlam, with a hell of a lot of pods, and several Elite-forms. However, they were already fighting. A platoon of the Covenant, two Elites and jackals were skirmishing with them. we hung back, and let them try and finish each other off. It didn't work, as one of the Elites, a crimson armored one noticed us. we hopped into the fray. I took the Covenant, Chief took the uglies. I threw a plasma grenade immediately, latching it onto an Elite. He warbled in surprise, then vanished in an explosive puff. Spinning to my right, I caught the jackal overcharging a pistol shot. Absorbing one bolt from his friend, which drained my shields a quarter, I grabbed the Jackal by the throat, and threw him towards the parasites. Chief, saw the Jackal coming and stepped aside. I pivoted backwards, and pulled out my combat knife, slashing and trying to find an opening in the Jackal's shields. It moved back quickly, garbling in a reptilian tongue, and continued this way until I simply pulled up my SMG and killed him with a quick burst. Turning to look at Chief, he was simply polishing up.

One level up, we met the same trouble, only this time there was one new form. A large, bulbous thing, it waddled towards us. I fired a burst into it, and it toppled. Didn't seem too dangerous, until its corpse exploded, throwing dozens of the small pods at us. I began stomping at the little buggers, watching them pop. Had it not been for our MJOLNIR, we would have been toast. The pods would pop against us, draining our shields, but anything was better than ending up like one of them. Several more came, flanked by an elite infection form, which had energy shields. I threw a grenade over to their location, which blew the carrier-thing apart, and dissipated the shields of the elite-form. I then vaulted over to its location, shooting other pods with my Assault Rifle until its clip ran out, then swapped to my SMG. I slammed it into its 'gut' and carried it upwards, emptying all my rounds as I did so. The force of around 60 bullets ramming into a body made the elite-form simply breakdown, and crumple like wet tissue. Chief shot down one, and then looked at me. He simply said," Flashy." I did the Spartan signal for a smile, and waited for him to come to my position. We stopped, grabbed dog-tags from the human combat forms, and moved on.

"We're getting close to an exit, I can hear the faint sounds of the swamp." Chief said as he walked over.

"Right, that's good, can't wait till we-Look out!" I pushed Chief out of the way, as a plasma grenade came sailing from the place we came. The grenade zoomed between both of us, detonating harmlessly against a wall. The infection forms numbering in the dozens were charging at us, opening fire at us as they did so. I pulled a plasma grenade from my belt, and threw it. My aim true, I fused it to a carrier, which blew up, taking several along with it. There were much more however, and they just kept coming. With no choice, we decided to run at full sprint.

Ten minutes of running later, we reached the top. We could hear the moans and groans of them as they worked their way up.

"We can't let them get out of this structure. We stop them here," Chief solemnly said to me. It seemed impossible, with just two people. "How many clips you got? I got 5 for the Assault rifle, and around 30 rounds for the shotgun. 4 grenades each."

"180 bullets for the SMG, same for the rest." I replied, as I got ready for the impending battle.

As we waited, we heard the moans, groans, and _gunfire? _All of a sudden, yelling, and the sounds of Marines were heard, as we saw a squad of five marines run up to the top with us. I looked at them, and they looked at me. Without a word, they turned, and got ready to fight. Some things just don't need words to be spoken. They knew their duty.

With two Spartans, it would be near impossible, but two Spartans and an extra 5 people, it was much easier to handle around the 50 forms that came charging up to the exit. There were 2 marines who hefted SAW's. Grenades, rifles, and shotguns were used all together as we formed a makeshift wall. 2 at the back, spraying with their SAWs, Chief and I up front, using our shotguns to great effect, and the final three forming a circle, using both battle rifles and shotguns to repel the escapees.

Several humans charged up at us, and we both emptied a round into them, sending them tumbling back down the slope leading to the exit. They began to get up, but were sent back down by nice headshots from the Marines. It went mostly like this, rinsing and repeating. They would charge up, and be pushed back down, either dead or close to it, and be finished off by the BR's. the 3 round burst proved well for the parasites, as they provided an effective 1, 2, 3 punch which to the head served to pop the infection form within the body. The 2 behind at the back would assist in suppressing fire, showing the infection that there was a reason the squad automatic weapon was called a SAW.

I ran out of ammo for my shotgun, and a Marine pulled out his ammo belt, handing it to me. I nodded, and began reloading. The parasites continued pushing, trying to kill us badly. A Marine used his SAW to good effect, killing most of the combat forms, and pushing some of them back. One got a bit too close for comfort, before it was blown apart by Chief's shotgun. I finished reloading, and with a powerful 'chuck', I got ready to fight. One, two, three, four, we fell into a rhythm, systematically killing them all. When things got too hot, we would stand back, dropping a grenade to kill most of the runners, before moving back in to finish off the rest.

With a grenade exploding and killing the last infection form, it brought the frantic firefight to an end.

I turned to the Marines, starting to ask how they'd escaped, but they seemed to read my mind." We were part of the scout team, Pelican shot down when we were taking off. It was the Covenant. They killed some of our men, but we forced them into the structure. We went in, and got lost. Then we saw those things… lost more men, but we managed to hold out." A PFC named Ian Shaw told us.

"How many did you start with?" I asked, scared to know the answer.

"We started with 20. And sirs? I suggest we get out of here. " Shaw replied, his voice laced with concern.

Chief took the reins and replied, " That's command thinking."

It felt very, very good to get out of the swamp, very good indeed.

(A/N: if you read mass effect 3's masses to masses, you'll see the reference I put in. Anyways tell me if you like the history of Six, and his origin. If you like it I will elaborate about how he trained and more!

Unedited, my beta isn't responding to me, so I apologize for any mistakes. Also if you offer your services they would be dearly appreciated.)


	10. The Library

**The Library**

After spending what felt like hours within the structure filled with the parasites, entering the sordid, soaking wet swamp felt like a glorious reprieve. The Marines couldn't hide the look of relief on their faces, and I'm sure that had Chief and I not had helmets on, we'd have had the same look on our faces. It was, in a word, paralyzing to see what used to be humans, hell even the Covenant turned to something so disgusting and grotesque. I hoped to hell I'd never see them anymore. Considering my strings of bad and good luck, I probably would meet them again.

Chief opened a link to Foehammer, hoping she'd be able to pick us up.

"Foehammer, its Chief, we need a pickup, we got a squad of 5 Marines as well."

"Allright Chief, I'm on my way. Did you find Keyes?" Foehammer asked.

"Keyes is missing, and he may be KIA. We don't know." Chief answered, a tone of solemnity in his voice.

"I'm sorry to hear that. There's a large tower above the fog and foliage some hundred meters from your position, if you get your way up there, I can move in and get you."

"Affirmative, thanks Foehammer." Chief ended the connection.

"Will, you get that?" Chief turned to me.

"Every word. Marines! Follow the Chief and I to the tower over there, we'll get you boys back." I turned to the Marines, who livened up when they heard the prospect of getting away from here. They forged ahead, despite our warnings to slow down and be careful. I sighed, but understood their eagerness to get back to base. The top of the tower covered in mist, I looked for an opening. Suddenly, I heard one of the Marines yell," Contact! Left side! Left side!" Then the sound of a SAW emptying its magazine at full auto was heard. Red dots appeared, the small pods came out of the mist like monsters in a fairy tale, and Chief and I came immediately to the realization that any hope of containing the creatures underground had been lost. We needed to warn Alpha Base, and get the hell out.

Keeping calm, we fired short bursts from our Rifles, popping most of the pods before they got to us. I turned to face a combat form wielding a plasma pistol, but it chose not to use it, throwing itself forward. One hand-wielding the shotgun, I pressed the barrel on its 'chest'. Cracking open like a flower, it exploded into pieces.

We continued suppressing the small pod forms, and static began washing over the speakers within our helmets. Our communications gear tried to clear the buzz, but to no avail. It probably was Foehammer, but there was no way to be sure. The flooding wave of the parasites suddenly turned off like a switch had been hit. And we all got time to catch our collective breaths. Seven exotic cylinder-like machines drifted from the fog to float over where we were holding out. One leatherneck raised his weapon before Chief raised a cautionary hand. "One sec, let's see if they're friend or foe before we actually open fire, don't want to make more enemies here."

What happened next was like a gift from the heavens. The machine shot a laser, or a beam of energy. Whatever it was, it smacked into a sneaking hostile combat form, burning it to a crisp. The other combat forms looked up, and tried to return fire, but they were soon put out of action by our apparent newfound allies.

We continued opening fire, but they just kept coming. A marine in our squad ran out of ammo for his SAW, and swapped to his pistol. I ran over to him but a stray plasma bolt hit him right between the shoulder blades. His armor smoking, he crumpled to the ground. I turned quickly to the right and caught the culprit, tagging him and smoking the bastard with a burst from my Assault Rifle. I put a couple more rounds into its 'dead' body. It wouldn't save that man, but it felt good doing it. I turned back, and saw the Marine choking blood, and pale. He looked at me, and laughed. Grasping my armored hand, he looked into my faceplate. "We both know I'm not going to make it. Take my dog-tags, and give this letter to my wife and kids." He said it, without a second of hesitation or fear, and he simply closed his eyes. I kneeled there for a second, amidst the gunfire, and choked screams of the Marines when they saw him lying there. I didn't know what I was supposed to do.

Chief had managed to repel the infections for the time being, and he turned towards us, noticing the dead Marine.

"I'm sorry, but you need to honor his memory. Get off this ring, and survive. That's what he'd have wanted." He said to the remaining Marines, who nodded, and wiped the smallest inklings of tears from their eyes. Chief looked at me, and nodded. He'd been through this before. I grabbed his letter, and his dog tags, storing them safely. _Another dead hero_.

The tower in full view, we climbed up the supporting struts, exchanging fire with the infection as they crawled upwards, trying to pull us down. One grabbed on to my leg, and I tried to shake him off, but the thing had a superhuman grip. However, it suddenly released, falling off with holes in its side. A marine held a pistol in one hand, and saluted with the other. We continued our climb upwards till we reached the top. It was like a plateau, with intersecting fields of fire, and a good view over the fog. Hopefully this would hold the parasites off. I tried my radio again, but got only static. Chief was doing the same, till we heard something behind us. Not the deathly groan of the infection, or the bang of an Assault Rifle, but _humming. _

We both turned, weapons drawn, to come face to face with yet another machine. Unlike the wing-like cylinder things, which had come to our aid minutes before, this was spherical, like a ball. Its inside was glowing, and it had a singular eye. It had a cheerful attitude as it spoke to us.

"Greetings! I am 343 Guilty Spark, the monitor of installation 04; I see someone has released the flood. I require your assistance for immediate containment."

Clearly some kind of forerunner construct from its design, and the fact that it carried the same silver paint job all the other structures had only served to help my hypothesis. Above the diminutive machine, was Foehammer's Pelican getting closer.

Chief tried to sound friendly, as he asked. "Wait, those things, are called flood? Is that what you're talking about?"

"Of course Reclaimers, come with me" the little thing replied in its cheery voice, with a hint of confusion infused.

We both thought the same thing, '_Reclaimer'_? I was about to ask whether he meant me, when white rings of light pulsated around us, then exploded in a blinding light.

I felt like a puzzle piece getting reassembled back together, as I came to my senses, but I had no idea where I was. A quick look around told me several things. Chief was with me, not a bad sign, we were in a dark, brooding structure, a bad sign, and the goddamn machine which got us here was humming over us, glowing a shimmering bright blue. I felt like I was going to puke, and thanked the eggheads at R&D for creating a waste disposal system from within the helmet. Chief looked to be in the same state, and after both of us had gotten somewhat reoriented, He raised his Assault Rifle, about to fire at Guilty Spark. I pushed the weapon down, and told him to relax. He clearly wasn't a threat, but it was time to ask questions. Chief looked at me for a second, in slight annoyance, then calmed down. Truth be told I was mad too, but it wouldn't really help.

"Uh, sparky? Why the hell didn't you tell us you were going to use teleportation to bring us here, and where the hell are we?" I said, annoyed.

"This installation was specifically built to study and contain the Flood," The little machine answered patiently." Their survival as a race was dependent on it. I am glad to see some of them managed to reproduce."

Chief demanded," Wait, 'survive'? 'Reproduce'? What the hell are you talking about?"

Guilty Spark ignored the question, saying," We must collect the Index, time is of the essence. Please follow me Reclaimers. In the midst of the darkness, the light blue orb zoomed away. We both had no choice but to follow. Checking our mags, we both still had an ample amount of ammo. Chief looked back upwards to Spark," Speaking of _you,_ what are you, and what's your function?"

"I am 343 Guilty Spark," The orb replied, tiredly. "I am the Monitor, or more precisely, a self-repairing artificial intelligence charged with maintaining and operating this facility. Both of you being Reclaimers, you should already know that."

We both had no idea, but it did seem prudent to play along at the time, so we did. I replied to Guilty Spark," Yes, I do know as the Reclaimer of course! But refresh my memory please… how long has it been since you were left in charge?" I heard Chief chuckle softly from his helmet. Guilty Spark didn't hear as he replied," Exactly 101,217 local years, 10 months, 9 days, 8 hours, 3 minutes, and 50 seconds and counting," The monitor cheerfully replied," many of which were rather, and quite boring. But not anymore! Hee, hee, hee!"

We both stopped in our tracks, taken aback by the giggle from the Monitor. I looked at Chief, whispering." Did the sentient machine just giggle?"

"Yeah, I think so. AI's do develop certain quirks, I mean look at Cortana, and she's a bit odd as well. They will get personalities you know." Chief whispered back.

"This guy has been here for a hundred thousand years Chief! Its quite possible this little guy," I flicked a finger unnoticeably towards Guilty Spark." Is slightly insane."

"You know what, I don't think we have a choice at this point, this guys our only chance to get out of here."

"You want to trust an insane AI be my guest, but I'm taking what this guy says with a grain of salt…"

While we continued our little conversation about insane AI's and trust issues, the Monitor chattered on about 'repairs to substation 9' and other forms of things that I could never dream of understanding.

His dialogue was interrupted, as a bunch of infection, wait, and 'Flood' combat forms rushed out from the surrounding blackness. We both stopped talking immediately, and found ourselves fighting for our lives yet again. I rolled a grenade and fell back, watching as the Flood ran in front; only to be blew apart immediately. The stragglers we finished off with Shotguns.

Like water turned off a tap, the flow of the Flood stopped quickly. I reloaded my weapons, as the Monitor above us continued humming, whistling, and giggling." No time to dawdle Reclaimers! Work must be done!"

Sighing, I asked," What kind of work?" as I reloaded, popping my last shotgun shell into the chamber and we hurried to follow.

Stopping in mid air, Guilty Spark replied," This, Reclaimers, would be the library, and the energy field above us contains the index, please follow me."

I was about to ask what the 'Index' was, before a combat form; an Elite to be exact lurched out from an above alcove, opening fire. Too far away for my shotgun, I swapped to my Assault Rifle, allowing my shields to absorb the shots. I took off both of its legs, thinking to myself," That should slow you down." As I turned towards the horde, Chief was already facing them, throwing a plasma grenade, the resulting detonation killing half of them. I helped him take out the stranglers, until I was pulled to the floor. Hitting the ground, I turned and saw that the legless combat form was waddling at me. I blew its head off this time, and then strafed backwards to avoid a walking carrier form, which Chief killed. The resulting explosion caused us to spend around 10 seconds popping pods.

The monitor had stopped to observe us fight then hovered onwards after we were finished, forcing us to follow him. We soon arrived at a shiny metal door, perhaps built to contain the Flood. It stared intently at the door for a couple of seconds, and then turned to us.

"The security doors have sealed automatically. I will go access the override to open them. Please wait here." Guilty Spark hummed to us, before flying away.

"Right, wait here, because where else are we going to go?" I said to Chief. He said nothing, but I could tell he was laughing. Right as I finished that sentence, several Combat forms followed by Carrier forms lurched into view, and we entered into battle. I slung my shotgun, opting for my Assault Rifle this time. I fired a burst into two combat forms, which dropped quickly under my fire. Switching around, I shot a round right onto a carrier's leg. It hit the floor and exploded, killing two more, but releasing dozens of pods. Chief continued using his shotgun, its pellets good for bursting large numbers of the pods. Several rounds later, and 5 mangled Flood lay on the ground, their bodies smoking. I killed the last carrier and its small pods within, and like clockwork the Monitor came back.

"Please follow closely. This portal is the first of ten."

This was going to be a long night.

As we walked through the door, three of the machines that assisted us earlier came out from small holes in the sides, glowing a fluorescent blue.

Guilty Spark informed us," These three sentinels will assist you in improving your combat skill. Speaking of combat, both of you will require an immediate upgrade in your combat skin, at least to a class fourteen. Both of you only have a class two."

I'm sure both of us thought the same thing: _if there actually is a armor that's 7 times more powerful that the MJOLNIR we have now, pencil me in for first in line._

As we continued to walk along this large hallway, we came across a human body, this one untainted by the Flood. Sadly, his body was very mangled and twisted, it seemed that the Flood couldn't even make use of him. No way he could have come here on his own, I thought, and my suspicions were confirmed as the monitor hovered over the body.

"I brought him here as well, his combat skin was even worse than yours."

Chief kneeled on one knee, grabbing his dog tags, and saluting the Marine. He handed me the dog tags.

"His name was Staff Sergeant Marvin Mobuto. Did you know him?" Chief asked me.

"Mobuto? This guy was UNSC Special Forces, how did he get transferred to the Marine Corps." I replied, astonished and sad at the same time to see someone I knew dead.

"So you know him?" He continued.

"Yeah, my UNSC 'contractor' often had me work with Special Forces to take out major insurrectionist bases and leaders. You know the death of Floyd Wilson? We did that."

"He was a famous insurrectionist leader, I read about it when I was waiting for missions. He helped you?"

"Yeah, Mobuto was a great soldier. Everything changed when the Covenant hit though."

We said nothing after that, continuing onwards. I stopped before his body, respectfully nodding. He was a tough bastard, able to come this far, even without special armor or abilities. With them, Chief and I were already having a tough time. How he was only a Sergeant was an interesting story, but not for a time like this, as we continued on.

Meeting yet another locked door, the Monitor happily told us to stay here, before floating yet again into the abyss. We turned around to see a myriad of Flood coming our way, screaming for blood and bedlam. Out of grenades, I swapped to my Shotgun, and we took them at close range. One combat form managed to land an overcharged pistol shot into my gut, forcing me back, as Chief took up the slack. He hit one in the face with the butt of his shotgun, finishing it off with one shotgun pellet, before turning to blast two more before I re-entered the battle. I blew a couple of their brains out, pumping round after round into the endless tide of enemies. The sentinels hovered above us, trying their best to laser some of the Flood back, successful in turning half a dozen of them into mush. Suddenly, they retreated, slithering back into the darkness.

Meanwhile, the monitor had come back, giggling, "I am a genius!"

Chief muttered softly so only I could hear. "A pain in the ass is more like it."

The door hummed open, and we continued on. Guilty Spark and his Sentinels vanished yet again, leaving the Flood and us. They hadn't noticed us, sweeping the room with machine-like precision. Lucky they hadn't gotten to us yet, as we quickly shimmied up a pillar. On 3, we jumped down, landing on 2 combat forms, squishing them to a pulp under our boots. Cutting a scythe of bullets with our assault rifles, taking them out in what seemed like a chain reaction, as more fell.

Amidst the fire, I yelled to Chief," That got their attention eh?" He looked at me quickly, shook his head and turned away. Guess he still wasn't used to my deadpan remarks during engagements.

Chief pulled himself back up to a raised position, providing suppressing fire, as I charged forward with my shotgun. Boom, one fell, its corpse smoking. Boom, another fell, missing several of its body parts, and soon enough, the last one fell. Carrying nothing but frustration with them for constantly leading us around without telling us to go anywhere, but with nothing to show for it, I simply crushed a dead Flood combat form under my boot.

We followed them onto a lift, which took us high upwards. After no more than 3 or 4 steps, we were met yet again by the Flood. I emptied a burst into one, and it crumpled like paper as it hit the deck. Chief tossed a plasma grenade to the back of their ranks, which detonated, turning the area into a gory mess. A combat form slapped its tendril-arms into my faceplate, staggering me backwards. Chief butted it with its rifle, before delivering the finishing blow with a couple rounds to the 'head'.

The last combat form jumped onto a Sentinel, pulling it down, before they both exploded in gouts of flame, blood, bone, and brimstone. Following this, we stepped onto a lift, but this one was different. Geometric patterns lined the floors, raised panels held within them translucent blue light, and everything glowed with a blue luminesce.

Ancient machinery unknown to us began whirring, and the lift cranked forward at and alarming speed, causing Chief and I to stagger on our feet, while Guilty Spark and his Monitors watched, amused.

"Hopefully we're close to the end." I said to Chief, regaining my footing, and slapping a fresh clip and rounds into my Shotgun, in preparation for the inevitable onslaught of the flood.

As the lift stopped, we headed off towards the pedestal up front. Surrounded by a chasm of emptiness, it stood unsupported like an open defiance to gravity. On top of it, a cylindrical tube, with a T-shaped artifact glowing encased within it. Metal blocks circling the device rotating and spinning, like a safeguard as we approached.

"You must retrieve the Index Reclaimers." The Monitor told us, but now with a sense of urgency unheard of from his usual 'calm' banter.

"Yes, yes, but how?" I quipped to the Monitor, who had no reply for me. I looked to Chief, who simply extended his hand.

"Y'know, if you told me one day I'd be holding hands with a Spartan, grabbing an alien artifact to save the world, I wouldn't have believed you." I said to Chief, extending my hands out as far as possible to grab it.

"Focus Will, and yes no one would believe you." Chief replied, managing to both is serious and joking at the same time. I reached out a bit more, and grabbed it. With a grunt, he pulled me back to safety. I clapped my hands on his back, and nodded in appreciation.

I looked at it, and was about to hand it to Chief- The Index was ripped from my hand, and went into a storage chamber somewhere within the Monitor.

"What the hell are you doing?" I yelled at Guilty Spark, clearly annoyed.

"Protocol dictates I take control of the artifact for transport Reclaimer," It replied condescendingly, which Chief and I did not appreciate, looking at each other first, before turning back.

"The flood is spreading, we must hurry!" Guilty Spark said as he swopped into place. " Your biological form renders you vulnerable to infection. The Index must not fall into the hands of the Flood before we reach the Control room and activate the installation. I will transport you now."

And before we could say how, bands of pulsating light flowed up and around our body, and I felt like I was about to vomit again.

Reappearing back at the Control Room where we'd left Cortana, I looked at Chief, and then quickly turned away. Thank God for waste disposal systems. Turning back, I could see from Chief's body language that he was clearly worried about Cortana, and where she was.

Guilty Spark may have gotten that as well, as he inquired," Is something wrong?"

Chief hesitated a microsecond, replying." No, nothing at all."

"Very well."

Making our way forward, the Control board was long and curved at each end. An endless kaleidoscope of lights danced across the surface of the panel, as various parts of the ring's machinery fed data to the display, all of which appeared as an abstract blend of morphing glyphs and symbols. Just looking at it hurt my eyes. Guilty Spark explained all this to us, but I could tell both of us weren't listening.

The monitor zipped around the area, then stopped in front of us.

" My role in this has ended, you must take the next step, Reclaimers."

" Why do you keep calling us that? " We both replied, but Spark kept silent.

Shrugging, I let Chief take the reins, as the Spartan slid the Index home to a slot.

The control panel shuddered, then suddenly overloaded, and you could hear the machinery groaning in response. Guilty spark tilted his head like a dog.

"That wasn't supposed to happen." Spark chirped.

A shimmer of light suddenly came into view, as Cortana's figure exploded over the control panel. Her eyes bright pink, data scrolling across her body, and you didn't need to hear her voice to see that she was very, very pissed off.

"Oh Really?" She waved, and the Monitor hit the floor with a metallic clank.

Chief, clearly relieved, started," Cortana I-"

The AI shushed him with a wave of the hand, and put her hands on her hips." I spent hours in here watching you two screw about helping that… thing get set to stab us in the back!"

Chief calmly replied," Cortana please relax, he's a friend."

She sarcastically put a hand to her mouth, feigning surprise. " Oh! I didn't know! You three are just like the three musketeers. Do you have any idea what the son of a bitch almost made you do?"

Chief again calmly stated," Yeah, activate Halo, use it to destroy the Flood."

Cortana grabbed the Index out of its slot, yelling in fury," You used this didn't you!"

343 Guilty Spark reanimated with a whirr, and shot upwards off the floor, furious." A construct in the core, that is absolutely unacceptable!"

Cortana's eyes narrowed, also glowing in red rage. " Screw off."

The Monitor shot up even higher. " Impertinence! I shall purge you of your databanks at once."

"You sure that's a good idea light bulb?" Cortana inquired as she waved the Index, before visibly placing it within her, adding the data into her memory.

Chief decided now was the time to intervene, stepping in between them, and holding both his hands up. "Enough! The Flood is spreading, and if we activate its defenses, we can wipe them out!"

I looked upon the scene, and it almost looked like something out of a comedy, but the stakes were too high. Cortana's voice noticeably softened towards Chief, as she told him." Chief, Halo doesn't kill Flood, it kills their food. It wipes the galaxy clear of all sentient life, and that's the only way to kill the Flood, starvation! Don't believe me? Ask him!" She pointed at Guilty Spark.

Spark bobbed up and down, before replying directly." Of course, this installation has a maximum radius of five thousand light year, but once the others follow, the galaxy will be devoid of life, didn't you already know this Reclaimer?" Guilty spark finished, with a puzzled tone.

Cortana simply glowered at the two of us. But I realized something Guilty Spark said that raised a huge red flag. 'Others follow?' That meant there were more Halo rings. Considering all the crap that we went through here, god only knows what would happen on the others.

343 Guilty Spark's voice carried an angry tone now," We followed containment procedure to the letter, you were with me each step, why would you hesitate now?"

Cortana interrupted his monologue. "Boys, I'm picking up movement-" I looked at Chief, and nodded at him. He took this as a message to get out.

Spark continued on again," if you are unwilling to help, I will find another. Give your construct to me, or I will be forced to remove it from you."

I grabbed Cortana, and handed it to Chief.

"Chief, we gotta go, now."

"Will is right, we need to go. NOW." Cortana said, her inflection of worry clearly shown here.

Chief looked upwards, and said," If you want to get her, you're going to have to get past us."

Spark replied wearily, then addressed his sentinels." So be it. Save his head. Dispose of the rest."

I laughed, and just before the Sentinels began opening fire, I said to Chief.

"If you're going to die, might as well die on a one-liner."

**(Unedited, so I did my best to find the mistakes. Review please; it really warms the heart to see those emails. I had this chapter waiting in the wings a while, as it was a pain to write. If it seems rushed, well, it kind of was. Thank you for reading, and favorite, follow and all that jazz.)**


	11. Standoff

**Standoff**

The giant abyss that was below the platform we were standing above yawned, as if trying to swallow us. Standing in front of 343 Guilty Spark and his Sentinels, it was a choice of fighting, or dying.

The monitor flashed away, leaving his sentinels to deal with us. A mistake, as we quickly rolled away from their fiery beams, then drew our Rifles opening fire on them in return. My BR55 still had a couple of clips, and I used a standard 3 shot burst to put them down quickly. The forerunner machines fell, holes in their bodies as I burned through my ammunition. Chief opted to use his M90 shotgun, firing methodically and its broad pattern proved effective in taking them down. A sentinel hit me with one of its beams, and I rolled away, but it still drained half of my shields. The offending sentinel was quickly put out of commission, and I rose back up to take the rest down. The last sentinel seemed to notice it was outnumbered, as it simply descended to our level, and charged in a suicidal blast. I wasn't fast enough to avoid it, and it slammed into me. We both careened over the edge as I heard Cortana yell out in panic.

"Will!"

I knew I was going to fall, so I swung my legs forward in an effort to catch some momentum. It didn't work as we both sailed over the edge. I then turned and put both my hands on its twin fins that extended from its centerpiece. We were sinking farther and farther down. I realized due to my weight, I could control it. I pushed up, and it went up, but not without a fight, smashing into the walls of the giant room surrounding us.

Chief's voice blared into my helmet, very loudly.

"Will, Will, report! What happened?"

"I'm fine! Pulling myself up with a sentinel."

"You're doing **what**?"

I didn't reply, as I scrunched my face up in concentration. The sentinel turned around, in an attempt to twist me downwards. I had to use all my strength, and nearly broke my arms, but I managed to pull it back upwards, pulling him up and over into the control room platform.

Letting go, I dropped, turned and shot the Sentinel straight in its 'head'. Chief said nothing, but he walked up to me and clasped his had on my shoulder. Cortana said the words he wouldn't say.

"Will, I'm glad you're okay."

"You and me both, I can't believe how I survived that."

" I guess it's true, Spartans never die." Cortana joked as I shook myself off. Turning back to Chief and Cortana, I said.

"So, you have a plan right?"

Cortana unashamedly replied before Chief," Yes, I do. We ant let the Monitor activate Halo. We have to stop him- we have to destroy Halo."

Chief nodded, but flexed his shoulders as if to question her statement. " How will we do that?"

"According to my analysis of the available data I believe the best course of action, is somewhat risky."

_Of course it is_, I thought.

" An explosion of sufficient size should be enough to destroy the ring, but it needs to be huge. A starship, like the Pillar of Autumns will do the trick. We need to find where it landed. If its fusion reactors are intact, we can make them go critical, destroying them."

Chief joked for the first time in a while. " Is that it? Sounds easy enough. It's nice to have you back Cortana."

Cortana appeared on both our HUD's smiling widely. "It's good to be back."

"Let's just get moving guys." I told Chief, who seemed very relieved. He nodded, and we continued onwards. Thinking about their relationship I understood, as they were completely interdependent on each other. One died, the other would follow. I was just here for the ride, to help Chief in anyway he can. So in a way I was a third wheel.

Continuing onwards, our boots made a hollow sound as we approached the gargantuan blast doors. I hit a switch, and revealed bedlam going on. Sentinels and Covenant ground troops were in battle, as red lasers and blue bolts crisscrossed throughout the air, as machines exploded and Covenant fell. The room was large, long and rectangular, and we stood at one end. Well out of harm's way, we watched the battle unfold, waiting for them to whittle each other down. When the battle finished, both groups were dead, with one wounded Elite lying on the corrugated floor bleeding. As we approached, the Elite stared at us with pure fury in his eyes.

"Demons, you shall not imperil the Great Journey!"

I said nothing, watching him continue rambling about how we were filth of the earth, and how we were unfit to even be here. It coughed more blood, and I knew it was in extreme pain. I walked towards him, and knelt at him.

He simply roared in defiance before angling its snout-like head downwards. Pulling out my M6 pistol I put a round through the back of its head.

Chief looked at me, and we continued on. We were both running pretty low on ammo, so I grabbed a Plasma Repeater and Carbine from a nearby crate, and Chief grabbed a Needle Rifle, and a Beam Rifle from a dead jackal. From then on, it was a short journey to get out of the control room, and back to the blizzard. There were many guards, but all had their backs turned, and didn't turn till we opened the door fully. From that, it was a series of double takes before they started to respond. We were ready as we gunned them down with our energy weapons. They quickly fell. I drained an Elite's shields with my repeater, then with one hand grabbed my carbine and popped him in the head. Chief blew the rest apart with a focused barrage of needles.

"Okay we need to find transportation." I said as I studied the landscape around us, looking for a ghost, or any vehicle we could take. As if right on cue, a wraith came from around a corner and shot a mortar at us. We dived away, avoiding the blast but I could feel the heat emanating from the explosion. Running around the structure, we saw another battle going on with the Covenant and the Flood, but this time they noticed us.

I shot at a Flood Combat form, which promptly dissolved into mush from the radioactive pellets in the Type-51 Carbine. The flood fell left and right as I hit them in the head and chest, melting their outsides like vampires in the sun. Chief was handling the Covenant, hitting Elites and breakneck speed with his needle rifle, blowing their shields apart and then puncturing their throats with a needle, which exploded seconds later.

Swapping to my Plasma Repeater, I fired until it overheated at an ultra Elite with an energy sword storming at me, overloading its shields. It was promptly finished from a Flood carrier explosion courtesy of Chief's needle rifle. Little pods overwhelmed the rest of the Covenant as we continued to wear both forces down. A Jackal with a shield charged past me in hope of blindsiding me, but it didn't make it. I stuck out my hand in a clothesline, and slammed it to the floor. My superhuman strength served to ensure the Jackal wouldn't survive, as it hit the snowy floor with a sickening _crunch._ Grabbing a plasma grenade from its corpse, I tossed it onto the final enemy, an Elite minor, which promptly vaporized.

While all this was happening, the wraith was still lobbing plasma bombs from over the hill, and we needed to find additional firepower fast.

"Cortana, I need you to do a scan of the area, look for any heavy weapons." Chief asked her.

The smart AI scanned her systems for a fraction of a second, and then replied. "Sure. Scanning, up ahead, rocket launchers."

A dead Flood/Elite's carcass was holding on to the Rocket Launcher, and it was loaded. Some steps ahead, another Rocket launcher lay on the ground next to a dead human/Flood. I grabbed his dog tags from the remains and the launcher.

As we crept back around the corner, we saw the wraith backing into a large valley. We expended both tubes, and the wraith stood no chance, as it exploded in a fiery mist. On the bottom of the large valley, there were two banshees, with Elites guarding them. Chief immediately unsheathed his beam rifle, and within 10 seconds, the two Elites were headless and on the floor.

"Nice shot."

Chief nodded, as we continued down towards the Banshees.

Cortana instructed us," We need to buy some time in case the Monitor finds a way to activate Halo. There are machines in these canyons, which amplify its signal, allowing it to fire into space. There are three of them, and we need to damage or destroy them. I'm marking the position now.

Climbing into a Banshee, I looked at the controls.

"Hey Chief, what does that squiggly line do again?"

I almost heard a chuckle, as Cortana patiently instructed me what each and every one of the buttons did.

"Will, when was the last time you piloted a Banshee, like a real one." Chief asked me.

Hesitant, I finally replied," That would be never. So many years of training and warfare and still haven't piloted one of these things."

"Well, what can you pilot?" He continued.

"Oddly enough, all ground and air terrain vehicles except for the Banshee, and the space vehicles. Those Daemon tanks are a bastard to control."

Chief grunted in affirmation, and Cortana audibly sighed.

"Boys, can we go? While I'm still figuratively young?"

I gunned the Banshee, and we headed out.

It was dark like midnight out here, and a blizzard was growing, which meant that visibility was horrible. We kept a close eye on the nav point that Cortana had set. Despite it being alien, their standards, like x and y-axes and the turning were exactly the same as humans, albeit with different symbols and designations. We made good speed quickly, getting close to a well-lit platform, and surprised Covenant. We banked into a side-by-side formation, strafing the platform clear of aliens, before dismounting for an unopposed landing.

Chief's banshee gracefully banked and slowed, as he made a soundless landing. My Banshee crunched into the platform, bounced once, then slammed into the wall. I got off, shaking my head. We then passed through a small hatch, and entered the tunnel beyond.

Cortana informed both of us," We need to interrupt the pulse generator's energy stream, I won't bore you with how I did it, but I adjusted both of your shield systems to deliver and EMP burst, disrupting the generator. The bad news is, you have to walk into it."

We both stopped just shy of the next hatch. "Say again?"

The smart AI replied matter-of-factly," You'll have to walk into the beam to trigger it, the blast should neutralize the generator."

Chief was about to reply, but I beat him to the punch. "Cortana, I'd like to survive this? Whose side are you on?"

Cortana coyly replied," Ours, lest you forget, I'm in one of your minds."

Chief growled back," I remember, but your not the one who gets the cuts and bruises."

I sighed, as we continued on the hatch, following Cortana's nav indicator.

The pulse generator was impossible to miss; in fact, it was so bright I had to darken my visor just to get a clear view. To add to that, I could feel the crackle of ionized air was we approached the delta-shaped structures. I looked at Chief, and he simply extended his hand outstretched. I groaned, as I walked towards the beam.

"Cortana, you're sure this won't kill me right?" I yelled, for no reason other than being fearful.

" You should be fine, I can almost guarantee it." As I walked into the beam, all I could hear was her voice saying, 'almost' A loud boom, and the pulse generator shook in response, pulsating. I hurried to pull myself free of the beam, and felt a suction cup-like pulling at me armor. I got myself out, but I felt sunburned, and my shields were drained, slowly recharging.

"Well done, the core pulse generators are offline." Cortana said.

A squadron of Sentinels arrived, swooping into the chamber like vultures, spraying the area with their golden beams. I tumbled forward, slamming into the wall. I overheated the Plasma Repeater into 3 of the flying machines, which sputtered, exploded, and crashed onto the floor, spewing various parts across the floor. A machine hovered past me, firing its beam into Chief, who staggered, but his shield held. I grabbed it by one of its fins, throwing it onto the floor, then stomped on it. Its central 'eye' was completely destroyed by my foot, as it deactivated. Chief fired through the final Sentinel with his beam rifle, cleanly punching through it. The fight done, we began to make our way out. The air was stick with ozone as Cortana said, "The second generator is in an adjacent canyon, I'll mark it when you get back to your Banshees." We got out, hopped on, and went towards our objective.

We both spotted the next waypoint around 10 minutes away from our previous destination. We set town the hijacked banshees on the platform, and then went through an unguarded hatch. We heard the battle before we even saw it, and as we crouched through the narrow hallway, and into the pulse generator chamber, we saw the Covenant and Flood taking it to each other. The two groups whittled each other down, and then when the survivors were just recovering, we hopped down, tidying up with ease.

Spotting a couple human weapons amongst the dead Flood, we dropped our Covenant weapons, grabbing a Battle Rifle, Shotgun, and several grenades for both of us each. I also found a spare sidearm in the chest of a Flood form, pulling it out with grim satisfaction. Eager to finish the second generator, I quickly stormed through it, disabling it. We were about to leave when the Flood dropped in from every direction. Chief made to run, but I clapped a hand on his shoulder, and then rolled a grenade at them. Chief understood what I meant, as he did the same. The two frag grenades were very effective, blowing up with a 'wham!' and taking out quite a number of the Flood. I swapped to my battle rifle, picking off the ones wielding weapons, as Chief used his shotgun to blow apart any who came close. Carrier forms exploded like grenades as they fell to the ground. The battle took less than two minutes. Chief nodded at me in appreciation, and I returned it. Cortana quipped," I wonder what it would be like if it was just one of you fighting. Anyways, pulse generator deactivated-good work."

Making our way back to our Banshees, we moved to the final pulse generator. "The Pillar of Autumn is located twelve hundred kilometers up ahead," Cortana continued. "Energy readings show her fusion reactors are still powered up! The systems on the _Autumn have_ fail-saves I cant override without permission from the Captain, we need to find him, or his implants to start the detonation."

"Cortana, one thing at a time, lets take down the final pulse generator." I reassured her.

"Okay… setting the waypoint now." Cortana seemed to calm down, replying to me. As we fired up our Banshees, a neighboring installation began opening fire on us. I put the attack ship on a steep dive, swooping downwards like an eagle on its prey. The ground came very fast, but we successfully pulled out, guiding the Banshee through a wide pass into the canyon beyond. A tunnel up ahead was where the indicator lay, and as we began to take fire from the ground, we knew our piloting skills were about to be tested.

A rocket blasted by us as we hit the floor of the canyon, and fired our plasma cannons on the unfortunate Flood in front of us. After they were clear, we slowly flew into the tunnel. Inside the walls, we tried our best not to turn left or right without killing ourselves. A couple seconds later, we saw two forerunner double blast doors. They looked shut tight, but I had an idea. Ten seconds later, a smoking carcass of a Banshee, and the two blast doors were open.

Chief shook his head," Why would you do that." I laughed, as my armor was slightly black from the soot of driving the Banshee into the doors. Two carrier forms scuttled past the remains of the doors, and my M90 Shotgun promptly blew them apart. Reloading, we stepped through the crack. While there was no sound but the gentle roar of machinery, and the drip of water, I decided to still be wary. As the Flood had a habit of coming out of nowhere, it was a good idea to be wary. To add to our steadily increasing problems, the giant cavern-like space in front of us had many places to hide. Gargantuan pipes emerged from the walls, diving downward like Chinese dragons. Mysterious installations stood like islands on the platform around him, and there was no way to know what lay lurking in the dark corners and niches. Lights situated high above provided little illumination, but it was good enough for us to see well, due to our enhanced vision.

Standing on a broad platform that ran the entire length of the open area. A deep chasm not unlike the one I fell off separated the platform from an identical one on the other side of the canyon. One of the bridges was down; leaving only one we could pass over- a wonderful choke point. There wasn't a hell of a lot of choice, so I shrugged, and walked side by side with Chief, marching down. We hadn't gone more than thirty feet before sixty of those tiny infection forms came at us crazily. Simply rolling a grenade, I took out half of them, and the shrapnel laid waste to all but a handful. I pumped my shotgun, a quick blast sufficient to kill the rest of them.

Reloading, I looked at Chief, who understood. He took point this time; smart as it allowed us to keep progressing without being exposed to fire, as Chief would absorb it all. Making it about three quarters to the other side, a mixed force of a couple carrier, combat and infection forms seemed to spawn from thin air at the beginning of our bridge. We already managed to get across the choke point, so we took this too our advantage. They would be forced to funnel through the bottleneck, so I used my Battle Rifle to burst down the carrier forms, their explosions blowing a couple of the combat forms off the bridge. Chief used his rifle to blow apart most of the bastards knees, allowing me too make quick work, head shot after headshot as they could only crawl slowly at us. the last combat form seemed to try and make a kamikaze charge at us, foregoing its weapons and jumping at us. It swiped at me, taking out all of my shields in a staggering blow. I fell back, as Chief stormed forward from behind me, firing his shotgun. Two blasts blew it apart, bits of gore and other brown matter everywhere. I gave him an almost imperceptible nod as we continued across the platform. This time we met little opposition on the other side, a nice opportunity to refill my ammo from the dead Flood. In front of us, the blast doors looked like the one I slammed my Banshee into, and I looked at it, wondering what to do now.

Cortana cut across my thoughts," Don't think about it, there is a panel up front. Tap on it and it should help us pass through."

Chief finally stifled a small laugh, as he walked forward and placed his hand on the panel. They opened flawlessly, allowing us two super soldiers to enter a relatively short section of tunnel that led back to the surface. Back up and into the snowy floor, we rounded a corner into a group of four Covenant soldiers standing guard. The grunts were frightened and scared, and they had a right to be. I sighed, walked forward silently, pulling out my knife. As I moved to assassinate the grunts, I flashed back upon Emile, and his kukri. I'd hated the fact that I had to leave his body there; it seemed almost disrespectful to do so. But that's the way Spartans would fall, fighting to save every last inch of our colonies. As I zoomed back to the present, I methodically slit each of their throats, quickly and painlessly. A Banshee spotted me, and burned a long line of plasma into the snow, continuing up the valley. Due to the blizzard, and the fact that it was actually nighttime, it was totally possible the pilot had no idea it was actually a demon it had fired upon. I waved Chief over, as we hugged the face of the cliff we were on, and stood within the cover provided by the boulders and trees lining the edge of the valley. The staccato ring of human fire and the high-pitched whine of plasma weapons testified to the intensity of a fight going on. We went over a slight rise to where the battle was going on. Close combat between Flood and Covenant was going on, and we decided to skirt around the fight. Snow began crunching as we made our way down the bloodstained snow, past the spot where a trio of infection forms wriggled their way into an Elite. I stopped, turned around and stomped on the Elite's chest. The infection forms died, and the Elite lay pristine and untouched, more or less.

"You show a strange sense of compassion Will." Cortana commented.

" Despite what they've done to our race, leaving him here will only give us another enemy."

Just passing the perimeter of the battle behind us, we followed the nav indicator into a second group of dead Marines. Snagging their dog tags, and kneeling for a second in silent respect, we then scavenged for ammo. I found a SRS99D sniper rifle, and tossed it to Chief, who grabbed it. I picked up a rocket launcher. Finding a cave nearby, we gently carried the bodies into a nearby cave. Progressing along the second valley to a third one, we saw a familiar sight. The Covenant were waging on full on war with the Flood it seemed, with Shades, Ghosts, and Wraiths. The flood just had bodies, but they had oh so many to throw them at the Aliens. Two Banshees stood at the head of the Valley, and that was where we needed to go.

I pulled the Sniper Rifle off Chiefs back, slapping on the ground next to him.

" You know what I mean." I grinned through my faceplate.

Chief didn't laugh, but shook his head in amusement, as he lay on the ground. Getting ready to snipe them down. I was about to head downwards, but I saw an Elite combat form sneaking up behind Chief, I immediately turned back, running back up the small hill and dove into the Combat Form. Its strength nearly overpowered me, but I managed to get my M9 pistol out, emptying my clip into its chest. Convulsing, and shaking, it then died. Turning back, I looked at Chief, who again shook his head. I made sure there weren't any surprise, before continuing on my way around the battlefield to the Banshees. Looking to my left, I saw a couple of Elites fall to the floor headless, and Flood Combat forms staggering, and then hitting the deck.

I made around, and then threw a grenade into the fray killing quite a bit. Chief's Sniper Rifle made very audible cracks as it took out the stragglers. .Crack. Thanks to the powerful armor-piercing rounds, there were dozens of bodies laid out on the snow. The area clear now, Chief picked up his Sniper Rifle, and then met me across the battlefield, scavenging as he did. When he greeted me, he tossed a couple belts of ammo at me, which I caught, draping them across my shoulder.

"Shit" was the first word I uttered as we rounded the corner, straight into a Wraith mortar tank. A serious problem, we'd have to take it out before we'd even have a chance of advancing farther beyond the valley. Thankfully for us, the Wraith was preoccupied with hurling its energy bombs down the valley. Normally, alone, I'd have gone back and scavenged for a spare Rocket Launcher, but with two people…

"Chief, I have an idea, but I'm not sure if you'd like it." I turned to him, whispering. He whispered back.

" Let's hear it."

" It's something to do with distraction…"

A minute later, I was beside the Wraith, waiting for Chief's signal. At his cue, I emptied a clip from my Battle Rifle into the Tank. It didn't leave a scratch, as it turned to face me, turning on its cannon.

However, before it could kill me, it exploded. Chief hopped from the back of the Wraith, his hand covered in machinery and blue fluids. A quick nod of respect, for saving me again, and we continued onwards, the smoke trailing in our wake. A Ghost heard the commotion, and skittered across to snow towards us. I waited till it got close to us before attaching a plasma grenade on its front. The grunt, too surprised to react, exploded with his vehicle.

We pushed on farther ahead, finally reaching the platform where the final generator lay. Sentinels attacked by the tenfold, firing their crimson and blue beams at us. We ducked, crossed, and weaved under, taking them out methodically and excruciatingly slowly. I winced as I felt the temperature within my suit increase by several degrees, rolled to avoid a beam, and promptly fired a burst into the Sentinel, destroying out. As we finally blew the last of the pesky machines out of the air, we backed through the hatch, letting the door close on reinforcements if, or when they came.

"We're very close, "The AI commented." The generator should be up ahead." Nodding, we headed into a room and were instantly hit by two lasers from across the room. The monitor was doing anything it could to stop us now. They're force fields seemed slightly stronger than usual, but it was no problem for us. We had enough plasma grenades to spare, latching one in the middle of the pack, causing 3 of them to explode in a hail of machinery and shrapnel. My grenade caused a Sentinel to do loops in a vain attempt to rid itself of the sticky, but it took another machine along with it. The final three succumbed to a hail of bullets, and a stomp from Chief when one crashed onto the floor.

Finally the complex was clear, and I quickly strode through the pulse generator, feeling the odd feeling of suction.

"Final target neutralized, nice work boys," Cortana complimented as I stepped back a few moments later. " Let's go get the captain."

" We need to find a Banshee." Chief said.

" No, that'll take too long. " Cortana disagreed.

" You have a better idea?"

" Actually, yes. There's a teleportation grid running around Halo. That's how the monitor moves about so quickly," The AI explained. " I learned how to tap into the grid when I was in the Control Room.

I interjected," If you could do that, what was stopping you from teleporting us to the pulse generators?"

" I can't. Unfortunately for us, each jump requires a large expenditure of energy, and I don't have access to Halo's power systems to reroute the energy we need-" She hesitated for a nanosecond, the continued on," There is another way."

I frowned, and Chief did the same," Let me guess, we need to use our shields to power it?"

Cortana's face was in my HUD, and I saw her smile," Actually, exactly. I'm pretty sure I can pull the energy we need from your system without completely damaging your armor. Needless to say, let's just try this once."

Chief agreed," Tap into the Covenant network and see if you can find him. If we got one shot at this, we make sure we have the highest chance of finding him.

A momentary lull in conversation as Chief and I patiently waited for Cortana to work her magic, and she suddenly shouted aloud." I got him! I've got a lock on Captain Keyes' CNI transponder signal. He's alive! The implants are intact! There's some interference so I can't bring him completely there, but I'll do my best to bring you boys as close as possible.

Chief growled," Let's just get this over with."

I replied to him, " You weren't the one who puked last time we did this."

No sooner had we both spoken, the familiar bands of golden light rippled over our armor, and I felt like vomiting again. We vanished, leaving nothing to mark our passing.

(A/N: Small case of slowness on this one, my bad guys I had lots personal stuff to attend to. Again unedited and untouched, so you see my failures plain and simple. You see their slowly developing a slight bit of rapport between the three, which I've been planning. I've got two things up in the pipe right now, the next chapter should be up soon either way, but I've been wondering, would anybody like to hear of Noble Sixes lone wolf days? I feel that hasn't been explored enough and I'd love all your opinions. Anyways done for now, please enjoy and review and favorite. )


	12. No Time to Mourn

**No Time to Mourn**

For now, I couldn't see nor hear anything, but all I felt was a dizzying amount of speed and velocity. The nauseous feeling I'd gotten when we were teleported increased. When we were undergoing training, one of the aspects was a long and short-range drop from orbit. I was the only one who vomited in every one of these training missions. Lieutenant Commander Ambrose had always said that was my second flaw, after my ' Lone Wolf' tendencies. Finally, the nausea subsided, and I caught snatches of a Covenant ship interior.

There was however something wrong. Chief was next to me, and we looked around for a second- before crashing into the ground, causing a loud reverberating noise to echo throughout the hull. Turns out we'd materialized with our feet planted firmly on the celling.

"Ah, so it turns out the co-ordinates are supposed to be inverted." Cortana quipped, a slight hint of amusement in her voice. Chief's reply was nonverbal; he simply opted to smack his helmet.

"Right, sorry." Cortanas voice apologetic.

" Yeah, okay. Just give me a sit-rep on our situation."

Cortana accessed the Covenant battlenet again, a much easier task now that we were on one of their key battleships.

" It's complete chaos in the Covenant network. From what I have been able to piece together, their fleet commander, the name 'Thel Vadamee'" had ordered all ships to abandon Halo when they found the Flood, but they were too late for this one, as the Flood had overwhelmed this one already." The smart AI informed us.

" That's not good is it?" I replied to her.

" Well, the Covenant certainly thinks so. They're terrified that the Flood will repair this ship and use it to escape from Halo. They sent a strike team here to neutralize the flood and either destroy it, or pilot it out of here.

I stuck my head around the corner, peering down the corridor. The purple bulkheads looked like the oily sheen of a beetle's back, far more decorative than our normal ships olive drab.

We started forward, but quickly stopped as a voice the verged on a deathly growl came in over both our implants. "Chief…Six… Don't be stupid…run."

Keyes.

I immediately yelled back at the disembodied voice over the implants," Captain? Captain! Are you all right?"

Cortana unhappily said," I've lost his signal."

There was no more conversation after, both of us too disheartened by the pain is Keyes' voice. All they could do was to press further into the ship and hope to find him. I passed through a hatch, noting that it had been covered and splattered with Covenant blood. The blood was still somewhat wet when I placed an armored finger on it, and that meant that we could expect to run into the Flood at any moment. My adrenaline rose slightly, as I anticipated a battle coming.

My suspicions were confirmed as I heard the sounds of battle going on at the far end of the corridor on the right. The firefight had two special ops Elites doing their best to hold off a large number of the Flood. Armed with plasma repeaters and rifles, they sprayed and prayed, hoping to take out as much as possible. We waited, watching as the two Elites slowly fell, but not before killing all but two Flood Combat forms. I unsheathed my Battle Rifle, and simply popped two bursts into their supposed 'heads', causing them to fall without a fight. Reloading, I took a left, coming to a hatch with a gaping black hole with jagged edges, with no idea where it lead. Beyond that, beyond the drop off, yet _another _firefight was underway.

"Analyzing data," Cortana helpfully said." Some sort of explosion caused this hole… All I detect down there are pools of coolant. We should continue our search somewhere else."

Her advice made sense, so we took a quick U-turn, but as we took the first left, all hell broke loose. They came from everywhere, groaning and moaning, as Cortana warned us," Threat level increasing!" "Tell me something I don't know." I quickly replied as we fell back, firing as we did so. Swapping to my M90 Shotgun, I pumped a couple pellets into the advancing Carrier forms into a welter of shattered flesh, severed tentacles, and disgusting slime. Combat forms rushed forward, eager to die, as they skirted into Chiefs' Assault Rifle bullets, melting apart. The small infection forms skittered across the decks, leaping into the air, before getting destroyed by the sheer amount of pellets from my Shotgun. However, as we both were falling back, we didn't hear Cortana yell," Look out!"

We both fell about twenty meters, before landing into a pond of green liquid. Chief landed gracefully on his feet, but I landed on my knees, then onto my helmet. Pushing my self back up quickly, Chief shook his head for the umpteenth time. I quickly gathered that I wasn't in the ship, but somewhere under it, on the surface below. The liquid was freezing, so cold I could feel it through my armor. It was thick as well, which made it hard to move. As we slowly pushed out, I grunted," Chief, Cortana, what happens after we get the implants and destroy the fusion reactors?"

Chief replied, his voice also a grunt, as it took quite a bit of effort to move out of the slush. " Well, we find a ride, and we all go home." After we managed to rid ourselves of the sludge, we trudged slowly up what looked like a beach, lit by the glow of the coolant itself. However, the luminescent glow produced by streaks of plasma fire slashed back and forth up ahead, returned by the steady clacking of automatic weapons fire.

" Let's get out of here, and find a way back into the ship." Cortana said. We continued around the fight, as we came across several special ops Elite corpses. Scrimmaging for a couple grenades, I found a deactivated Energy Sword gauntlet; its failsafe hadn't been triggered. I picked it up; it might come in useful if my normal knife couldn't do the trick.

Eventually finding our way out, we turned a ledge onto a coolant filled basin. A gravity lift up ahead shone, and that's where we needed to go to get back onto the ship. As we waded our way into the Basin, up ahead, a dozen Flood forms waddled out from the darkness. Chief backed away, unsheathing his Sniper Rifle, putting down the Combat forms quickly. I stormed forward, drawing the Energy Sword as I did so. It crackled and snapped, and sliced effortlessly through the masses of the parasites. The carrier forms were a bit more dangerous, but when I sliced through them, they simply collapsed, allowing me to stomp the small infection forms into pieces. When the firefight was done, Chief tossed away his Sniper Rifle, out of ammo, and looked at me.

"Nice Sword. Seems to work well against the Flood." He mentioned in passing as we walked into the gravity lift.

" That it does might opt for more close quarters work next time. They can't hit me if I hit them first." I replied, as we slowly rose up back into the belly of the beast.

A pitch-black passageway up top lead to a large pool in the ship, where we witnessed the Flood overwhelm the lone Elite at the Shade controls. I lobbed a grenade, but it missed by a tick, only serving to kill a quarter of them. The rest of them turned, and charged at us. I backpedaled, firing as I did so with my shotgun. It was just what the doctor, as the floor was covered in tentacles and bits of flesh. Still, more were coming. Chief was landing precise headshots on many of them, and they were quickly dropping. Pressing our advantage for a second, I used my Energy Sword, cleaving them in half as we swathed through the horde. As I cut through what I thought was the last of them, I turned to see a Combat Form running at me. Before it could touch me, it hit the floor. Chief's Assault Rifle as still smoking, as he reloaded. Checking his clips, he nodded as he approached me. Moving forward, we came to a part in the ship in which the entire _roof _was torn off. It created a sort of incline into the next part of the ship. A squad of Covenant was holding a last stand against the mass of Flood, and they fought as hard as they could. I felt a small feeling of kinship, always fighting overwhelming odds. Sadly, they fell soon after, but an Elites' kamikaze with a plasma grenade killed some of them. We both threw two plasma grenades into the melee, and charged into battle.

It was a scene straight from hell, as you saw Flood forms entering the dead Covenant bodies, and causing them to spasm as if shocked. We couldn't leave, as more of the Flood spewed into from our backs, leaving us no choice but to fight and kill every last one of them. Latching a plasma grenade onto a group of them, I turned them into alien mist quickly. Chief slammed back to back, as we emptied everything we had into them. Chief ran out of Assault Rifle ammo quickly, and I slammed my shotgun into his chest, and unsheathed my Battle Rifle and Energy Sword. One handing them both, I was able to handle most of my end, both close and long range, but suddenly, the Energy Sword crackled out of Energy. Suddenly, one came out of the blue, charging at me.

" Chief switch!" I yelled at him. We turned around, and Chief blew the Combat form completely apart. It seemed to work, as I would handle the long range, and Chief would handle the close range. Finally, they seemed to slow down and just like that, like water switching off of a tap, they were gone. We both waited for a while, to allow our shields to recharge, and our breaths and heartbeat to slowly get back under control. For yet another period, it felt like we weren't getting out of there. After an open hatch, we found ourselves on the third level.

Cortana commented on our progress," We should be able to reach the Control Room from here." The CNI link that Cortana followed served to deliver a new message from the Captain. The voice was weak, and sounded very slurred. " _I gave you and order, soldier, and now pull out_!"

" He's delirious, and in pain. We have to find him!" Cortana said.

The pain in his voice spurred us on, as we made our way out onto a gallery over the shuttle bay, and found that a large battle was in progress. Taking out several, the Flood realized we were here, and they came like iron filings to a powerful magnet.

Incredibly intense, we were forced backwards slowly, but managed to create a small bottleneck, concentrating on one at a time. The firefight ended at that point, and we continued past an open hatch. Past that, it seemed like they were holding a convention back there. One flood held a primed grenade, which I promptly shot, causing them all to hit the deck, dead. More came however, and Chief suddenly stiffened, drew his pistol, and fired one shot into an advancing carrier form. An explosion, followed by two more racked the floor. I looked at Chief, impressed.

" How did you do that one?" I asked.

" Two plasma grenades on their belts. Five birds, one stone." Chief joked. I laughed, as we advanced on. Despite the grim circumstances, I was glad for someone to have my back.

" The Control Room should be this way." Cortana said as he charged ahead, eager to keep them moving in the right direction.

We moved fast, advancing across the blood-covered floor, following Cortana's new coordinates toward the distant hatch. We were passing through a door when a horrific groan was heard over the link.

" The Captain!" Cortana said. " His vitals are fading! Please hurry!"

We were spurred on, charging into a passageway packed with Covenant and Flood. We sprayed the tangle of bodies with bullets. Ignoring the angered shouts of the Covenant, and the moans and groans of the Flood, we continued charging forward. Time was of the essence here, as the Captains vital signs were fading very fast.

We both finally made it to the CNI's carrier wave source: the cruiser's Control Room. The lighting was subdued, with hints of blue, and reflections off the metal surfaces. Thick, sturdy columns framed the ramp, which led up to an elevated platform, where something strange stood.

It looked like a large carrier at first glance, but soon realized that it had spines, and connected it to the ceiling overhead.

There were no signs of opposition, not yet anyway, which left us free to move up the ramp.

Cortana observed cautiously," No human life signs detected."

Chief asked," What about the CNI?"

"It's still translating."

"Oh shit." I pointed at the monster's side, where a bulge showed a strange impression, almost like a…_face_.

"The Captain! He's, he's on of them!" The AI said.

I didn't want to believe it, but it was true. The man had saved my life by coming back for me, and he was gone. We had no time to mourn, no time to grieve, only time to save the human race.

Cortana desperately said," They're coming! We can't let them off this ring! You know what he'd expect. What he'd want us to do."

Chief drew his arm back, and punched through the body of the monster's side. He pulled out quickly, and slipped the chips into the empty slots in his armor.

Cortana somberly said," It's done. I have the code. We need to get back to the _Autumn._ Let's go back to the shuttle bay and find a ride."

They suddenly came all at once, and the battle was engaged. I looked past the command center, and saw a drop of a couple stories down. They were still coming, and Chief had already begun firing.

"Cortana, what's down there!" I yelled between bursts from my Assault Rifle.

" Vehicle bay!" She yelled back.

That was the only answer we needed as we both threw ourselves off. The ground came very quickly, but we were trained for almost everything. We dove forward at the last minute, landing relatively unscathed. We slammed onto the floor, and finally were able to get a brief moment of respite.

"Are you two okay?" Cortana asked hesitantly, both grateful and amazed by the fact that we both were able to survive a five-story fall.

"No. But we do what we have to do." Chief replied.

We were both numb from exhaustion, hunger, and constant combat. Up ahead, two Banshees were there. The last lap beckoned towards us.

" Final run Chief, you ready?" I asked Chief as we walked towards the Banshees.

" Yep. Let's do this."

(A/N Last lap, I'm definitely continuing on, but First strike or halo 2, what do you guys want to me to continue with? Plus sorry for the short chapter.)


	13. Autumn and The Fall

**Autumn and the fall**

Our two commandeered Banshees screeched through the narrow valley, coming out over a wasteland. Covenant down below were fighting tooth and nail to survive against the Flood onslaught, and they weren't doing a very good job of it. It was all out war on Halo, with us in the middle. Other Banshees circled the area, bombarding the ground below. They didn't suspect us of anything, not yet at least. The Autumn had left a huge depression in the earth, creating something akin to a giant's footstep. It lay precariously over a large cliff, looking like a robotic-beached whale.

Looking over the ship once to see an entrance, we came across the empty lifeboat bays. Pulling in to land, Suddenly there was flash and a bang, as a Covenant Anti-Air wraith had decided to take exception to our unannounced arrival. Both hit, we knew we were about to crash. I heard Cortana yell out loud," You're not going to make it!" I pulled up quickly, just making a landing, but Chief's Banshee smashed below me. I dismounted quickly and looked down, very worried. I was calmed when an armored fist came up and over the side, as Chief pulled himself up.

I laughed, and asked him sarcastically," You did that on purpose didn't you?"

Too my surprise, he didn't miss a beat, replying." Maybe."

Cortana gave a short laugh, and then informed us of our objectives. " You two need to get to the bridge. " She continued on." From there, we can issue a destabilization of ships' fusion engines by using the Captain's implants. It definitely should be powerful enough to destroy the ring."

" That shouldn't be a huge problem." I commented, as Chief and I made our way into the airlock. The moment we stepped outside, a cacophony of red dots flashed over our motion sensors. Covenant or Flood, that question wasn't answered yet. Hooking to the left, a third answer presented itself to us. Sentinels. Laser beams cut through the air in a dangerous curve, as we weaved past them.

"Uh-oh," Cortana said as we both opened fire," looks like the Monitor knows where we are. The real question is, does he know what we're up to?"

A robot exploded, another one hit the floor, and I pivoted to the third as Chief focused on the fourth. I joked to Cortana." You do realize that he is technically after you only right?" She made no reply as machines three and four exploded- and we made our way down the hall. Two Sentinels appeared but were quickly reduced to scrap metal.

Continuing forward, we arrived at the end of the corridor. Following that, we took a right through an open maintenance hatch. It was very close quarters, so I didn't feel too comfortable of having to fight in such tight quarters. There was sadly, no other choice. Ducking through, we found ourselves in a giant maze.

"Cortana, bring up the ship schematics, lets get this over with quick." I requested over the COM. Bringing it up; I saw our location encased within a carapace of passages, hallways, and corridors. Pinpointing the most direct route, we continued on it before spotting a hatch set right in front of us. It creaked open, and like a horror movie, combat forms charged from the opening. Firing a quick burst from my Battle Rifle to suppress them, we slowly fell back. Chief threw a grenade, and we both took an inappropriate amount of satisfaction at watching the explosions.

Coming through the hatch, we entered into a blood-spattered corridor. No bodies, which showed that the Flood must have assimilated all of them. An arms locker situated on our side refilled our dry ammo pouches, and we moved on.

Two more Sentinels peered around a corner up front, and we snapped to the targets, leaving them both smoking and out of commission in the blink of an eye. Cortana theorized that these Sentinels weren't looking for us, but they were actually assigned to eradicating the Flood on the ship. It made sense, but her theory didn't exactly help us fight the Sentinels, Flood and Covenant, while we made our ways through a series of passageways. Coming into a three-way fight, we hopped into the fray focusing targets together and bringing them down with lethal precision. Sooner or later they all fell down to our combined firepower. We finally made it to the ship's heavily damaged mess hall, where a small army of Elites and Grunts waited to kill us.

Throwing two grenades, we blew some of them to pieces. It seemed like déjà vu to be fighting here again. An Elite threw a grenade at us, just missing as it whizzed past my shoulder. I charged forward, slamming into it. It took the better part of one clip before it slammed to the deck, dead.

A short distance now to the bridge, several Elites clad in golden and silver armor unsheathed energy swords and carbines as they charged us. As one, we'd have difficulty, but as two people it became much easier to focus down the Elites. Chief would burst its shields down, and I would deliver the killing blow with my Battle Rifle. They're shields were strong as they swiped and shot at both of us. But our shields would absorb the ones we weren't agile or lucky enough to dodge. Sooner or later they all lay on the bridge, dead.

I was about to continue over when an overcharged plasma bolt hit me in the back, obliterating my shields. As I turned, the Grunt assailant fired another shot, which would kill me. Chief threw himself in front of the bolt, and then crushed its head with his fist. He turned back, nodded and we continued.

He slid Cortana's chip into the slot, and she appeared on the control panel. Everywhere around us were burned-out equipment, bloodstained decks, and smashed viewports. She looked around, unhappily. " I leave home for just a bit, and look at what happens." She brought a hand up to her forehead, as if in intense concentration. " This shouldn't take very long- there, that should give us enough time to make it to the lifeboat, and put some distance between us and Halo before detonation."

Unfortunately, the next voice we'd both heard belonged to 343 guilty spark. " I'm afraid that what you are about to do is out of the question."

Cortana and I both groaned." Oh shit." Chief instead just grunted in annoyance. We drew our weapons immediately, but there were no sign of them. It didn't stop the Monitor from continuously babbling in our ears. The AI was excruciatingly annoying, due to his high-pitched voice and attitude. " This is madness! How could you imbue your warships ancilla with such a wealth of knowledge? Wouldn't you worry that it might be captured?"

Cortana frowned. " He's in my data arrays-a local tap." I was more confused at his use of a word I'd never heard before, 'ancilla'. No time to worry about that now though, as the Monitor was on board, trying his best to stop the self-destruct sequence. He succeeded.

"Why do you continue to fight me, Reclaimer?" Spark questioned. " You cannot win! Give me the construct, and I will endeavor to make your death relatively painless-"

His words abruptly stopped, and Cortana gave a short laugh." I still have control over your comm channels."

" Where is he?" Chief asked.

"I'm detecting taps throughout the ship," Cortana replied. " The sentinels must be doing his dirty work. As for the light bulb, he's in Engineering. He must be trying to take the core off-line. Even if I could get the countdown restarted… I wouldn't know what else to do."

We both cocked our head in surprise; it was a first to see that the incredibly smart AI was at a loss. Suddenly, Chief stiffened.

"What is it?" Cortana and I questioned in unison.

" How much firepower would we need to crack the engine shields?"

" A well-placed grenade would be enough, why do you-" Cortana began, and then stopped as she saw us both tossing grenades up in the air.

Her eyes widened, and she nodded." Don't know how I didn't think of that. Let's go."

We turned and started to leave, when suddenly, in unison, the machines attacked. I used the grenade in my hand to destroy the bulk of them, setting the fuse timer to a second. Chief put down the rest with controlled bursts, as we fought our way quickly out of the bridge. We made our way back through the maze of passageways, and ran into a group of flood. Hitting the two sides, I blew their legs apart, rendering the danger of their melee attack null. With this out of the way, I focused on their heads, blowing them apart. Chief pushed forward with his shotgun turning them all into little pieces. Entering the Cryo chamber, we popped open a steel hatch to have our blood run cold. Two hunters turned, and rumbled.

"Close the hatch!" Chief yelled, with a sense of urgency. I slammed the button, and it closed, but it wasn't going to close in time. It smashed one hunter, and even it wasn't strong enough to stop a giant steel door crushing it. With a sickening _crack_, it died. Behind it, its partner roared in outrage. We didn't need to worry, as the door was now closed, albeit with bits of Hunter stuck to it.

"Well we're not going that way." I muttered, as we turned backwards, and continued moving. Passing back into the mess hall, even more blood was spattered across the bulkheads; bodies sprawled in every imaginable way. Sparks flying out from junction boxes, and several fires, but thankfully due to the metal floor, it was more or less contained.

Hearing the sound of automatic weapons' fire somewhere up ahead. Passing the Cryo chamber, we came across a full array of Flood forms battling a clutch of Sentinels. We shouldered our weapons, and fired. Pandemonium raged around the Pillar of Autumn; as there was a frenzy of plasma bolts, laser beams, and bullets. Once most of them had been neutralized, and the last small flood infection form had been stomped, we were able to continue to the control room. It was close quarters, and Chief drew his shotgun, and I grabbed his Assault Rifle. Infection forms came in swarms from the Control room, and every time we put down one, two more came to take its place. Our backs to the wall, I crouched on the floor, and we were both taking them out as fast as we could. Luckily enough there was a lull in the action, and we continued on. Chief moved forwards, and suddenly a Flood infection form dropped onto Chiefs' back. Punching a dent in Chiefs helmet. Fortunately, before it could do any damage, I grabbed it, and popped it with my fist.

" You good?" I looked at Chief. He nodded in thanks.

Reaching the engine room finally, we heard a familiar humming. I'd started to back away when Cortana said," Crap! The Monitor disabled all command access. We can't restart the countdown. We need to detonate the fusion reactors manually. It takes quite a while, but I'll walk you through the procedures."

" Well, that's fantastic, as I popped the first reactor open, and an infection form flew into my faceplate, before being wrenched off and busted. After deactivating the first fusion reactor, I threw an excellent grenade into the hatch, destroying the first one. Two sentinels appeared, and fired their beams into our chests. Taking them down, we continued on, as there were two more to go.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

The final grenade exploded, as the shaft we were standing on shook in what seemed like pain. "That did it! The engines will go critical! We don't have much time, we need to get off the ship in ten minutes or we'll die!" We need to get to the third deck elevator. It should take us to a service corridor which runs the length of the ship."

Hopping onto the third floor, we hit the button for the lift, enjoying the short lull in action. It seemed empty, but suddenly an Elite in the lift itself opened fire at us. We hit the sides for cover. He was trying to blow our cover when I rolled a grenade down and into the lift. He'd just blown up Chief's cover when the explosion blew him out of his seat, and killed him.

" Where the hell did that guy come from?" I asked.

" No idea, just bring the lift back up." Chief said.

She brought the lift back up. We had no choice but to step onto the platform, and let it slowly carry us forward.

"Cortana to Echo 419, come in Echo 419." She patched a line to Foehammer, who hopefully was still able to get us out of here.

" Roger that Cortana," Foehammer said over the COM system," I read you loud and clear."

Suddenly, the lift we were on shook very violently, as we stumbled and nearly fell.

"Echo 419 to Cortana, what's going on down there? It's getting very noisy!" Foehammer asked, concerned.

It shook again as the AI said," Negative, negative! We have a wildcat destabilization of the ship's fusion core. The engines must have sustained more damage than we thought. We have five minutes before the fusion drives detonate, get out, NOW!"

That sounded like brilliant advice. We ran into a bay full of warthogs, and I hopped into the turret, and Chief drove. A countdown timer appeared on our HUD, and it was going down fast. We drove quickly, hooking left and right to avoid explosions and falling debris, and I took out anything in our way. An Elite was sucked down under the tires, and the vehicle ran over it like a bumper. Everywhere around us were the Flood or Covenant or Sentinels. A laser beam melted the turret I was using to slag, and Chief passed me his assault rifle with one hand, allowing me to provide cover as we still continued to move. Charging up the length of a huge wall, we jumped a huge gap.

As we landed, I yelled at Chief amidst the madness. " Did you know there was a drop there?"

"No." He yelled back. I said nothing, amazed at our luck as he put the pedal to the metal to pick up some time.

We passed a open space, and Cortana yelled," Stop! Foehammer can pick us up here! Cortana to Echo 419, requesting extraction now!"

Like clockwork, she approached from the left. Suddenly a Banshee came from the sides, slamming into the pelican, causing them both to burst into orange flames.

"Pull up!" I shouted, hoping she could make it, but it was too late. She disappeared from sight, and a huge explosion was heard under us. No response came. She'd helped us countless times, and I felt a deep sense of regret for the lives that were lost on this godforsaken ring.

Cortana tapped into the ship's leftover systems." There's a Longsword in launch bay seven. If we gun it we'll make it!"

He burnt rubber as Chief put his foot to the gas, as we went full speed past gaps, enemies, and anything standing in our way. Pushing the Warthog up a ramp, we suddenly found ourselves falling three levels. The warthog hit the floor hard, and its wheels popped out. It wasn't going anywhere. Luckily for us, it was right in front of us. We charged forward, gunning an Elite down who had the misfortune of trying to stop us. Dropping our weapons, we ran as fast as we could, the timer read a minute.

We got onto the Longsword, and I quickly accessed the engines, taking the control as we punched our way out of the Pillar of Autumn, and into space.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

The engine was critical, so I shut it down to conserve its energy. I flicked some switches to conserve energy, and stood with Chief staring at Halo's hull, sheared into pieces like a glass tiara.

It seemed so small from here, all the death, destruction and terror that happened in that world for the past few days. And yet it felt so large.

Cortana quietly said, as if to justify all of our actions on the ring." We did what we had to do; we saved the world, The Flood, The Covenant, everything. It's over."

Chief pulled of his helmet, and I did the same as we clanked fists.

"It's not over, it's just beginning." He said.

He was right.

(A/N: So, ending to Halo 1, moving to first strike, but ill take a couple days break from writing, as I've just started the IB program. Hope you liked it, and ill keep writing as long as you guys keep reading.)


	14. First Contact

**First Contact**

"Scan again." Chief asked to Cortana, his hand resting on the dash of the Longsword, endlessly tapping. I sat next to him, one hand on the pilot controls, the other on my helmet. We'd been drifting for a while, and we were scanning for any signs of human life. So far, nothing had come up on the ships' sensors. I'd done a quick once-over of the Longsword, and other than an interesting pair of remote based mine systems that were ready and waiting to be deployed, along with the normal weapons systems, the place was gutted. We'd just escaped from Halo, and I had powered down the ship to conserve energy. Cortana had helpfully told us we only had 96 hours of power and oxygen in the ship. Coupled with the food we had in several pouches in our armor, we could only survive for around 4 days in here before the inevitable starvation of oxygen or food.

My entire body ached from the exertion. It was finally quiet, a welcome change from the pandemonium and madness that had occurred all around me for the past couple of days. From my last stand on Reach to the Flood, I wanted to forget it all, especially the Flood. I wondered where Jun was right now. He and I were the only ones who were still alive in Noble. He probably thought I was dead, considering Reach was now ashes and dust. I'd gotten out of the frying pan on Reach, but I'd gone into the fire on Halo. All I could give thanks for right now was the fact that Chief and I were still alive, when everybody else on Reach and Halo were probably dead. My helmet was all the more with scars and cuts, and my armor was still covered in scrapes and gouges, particularly from one Elite with an Energy sword, who'd cut a long line down my armor from my stomach down my leg.

Cortana appeared on a small pedestal, frowning and crossing her arms as she huffed." I've scanned already, and there's nothing out there. Just dust and echoes, I don't think anybody could have survived.

"What about the asteroid field up in front of us?" I pointed across space, to where a huge jumble of giant asteroids and sometimes debris from Halo were floating around.

"I just scanned it, and there's nothing there. All I'm picking up is an echo from the moon, but there's no other signal." She replied.

Chief held up a hand, then asked," Wait a second, you're not doing an active scan?"

Static flashed across her figure, and she seemed more than a little annoyed when she answered." There are trillions of objects out there. You do realize that it would take more than eighteen days to scan and identify each individual piece."

I butted in, trying my best not to take sides. " Cortana, Chief, relax. Someone may have turned off their transponder, but we can narrow down the search to objects small enough to be a human ship."

Cortana smiled, and Chief shook his head, as she thoughtfully said." That's a good idea, but its still highly unlike-" She froze, lost in thought for a nanosecond as the static flowing around her body vanished." Interesting."

"What's going on?" We said in unison.

She looked distracted, then snapped out of it. " You know that signal echo I was telling you two about? Yeah, it's getting a lot stronger."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning, it's not an echo." She replied.

The scanner panel hummed back to life as the Longsword's long-range detection gear activated. "Oh crap." She said, a moment later.

I peered at the scan panel as Chief looked to space, trying to catch an inkling of what it was in front of us. The distinctive, bulbous silhouette of an enormous Covenant cruiser came into view as it moved around the moon Basis's far side.

"Cortana, power down," I snapped. " Kill everything except passive scanners and power to keep you online.

The lights in and out the Longsword died, the only light a faded glow from Cortana's hologram. Up in front of us, the Cruiser moved into the debris field, prowling like a shark for its prey. Another cruiser appeared, followed by several more, bringing the total to seven.

" Status? Have they seen us?" Chief whispered, his hand wavering over the weapon control system.

Cortana smartly spoke over both our helmet speakers." They're using the same frequencies as our system. I wonder why? This is never happened in any UNSC or ONI files on Covenant engagements."

"Forget about that for now. They're looking for something." I answered. " If there are survivors here, they probably would be powered down."

"Let me translate their communiqués." Cortana said, her bubbly voice changed by a more flat monotone one, it seemed that powering down most systems had caused her to lose her higher order forms of thinking. Another ship rounded the moon, Basis. This one was the largest Covenant ship I'd ever seen. It had the bulbous head of a cruiser, but it was at least 3 kilometers long. Seven large turrets were mounted on the ship, enough to destroy any ship in our fleet.

"Picking up encrypted transmissions from the large ship boys," Cortana whispered." Descrambling… it seems that its directing orders to the smaller ships in the area."

"A Flagship? Interesting." I said.

" I'm still decrypting some of their communications." Cortana informed.

I got out of my chair, and drifted over to one of the compartments within the Longsword fighter, checking the mine systems. This thing could disperse up to seven free-floating MORAY-class mines to any target in space. They had chemical fuel drives, allowing them to fly to a target, or wait in place. The weapons locker next to it was empty. I had a clip of DMR ammo with me, along with several clips for my M6S pistol. Chief had his Battle Rifle, and the more powerful M6G pistol.

"Got something!" Cortana called out from the chair.

"Show me." Chief said as he walked over to the seat.

On the smallest view screen, a small bullet-like structure with thrusters floated around aimlessly.

"A cryopod." I muttered to myself. "Wonder who's in it. The thrusters are only equipped in case of emergencies. A ship crashing for example."

" Most of the crew in the Pillar of Autumn couldn't be thawed from Cryo, lets move towards it. Slowly." Chief ordered.

We felt a slight acceleration as the Longsword powered at a snail-like pace towards the Cryopod.

" The Covenant are going to beat us to it, they'll reach the pod in five minutes."

" We need to move faster, but we can't let them see us." Chief told her.

I had an idea, and I said it to Cortana. "Pop the aft hatch. The decompression should punch us forward quickly enough to snatch the Pod from right under their fingers."

The AI's hologram smiled, then said," Hold on, this will get a bit rough."

An explosion in the aft hatch signaled the decompression, and we were both thrown to the floor. The Longsword jumped open. Within two minutes, the hatch closed, and we slowed, getting very close to the Cryopod.

One of the sleek whale-like Covenant Cruisers turned towards us.

" I'm picking up increased action from that Cruiser." Cortana warned.

My hand flitted towards the engines, ready to press them at first warning. But nothing happened. The cruiser remained inactive, almost challenging us to get closer. So far, so good. I looked at the viewscreen, and saw that what was originally though was one Cryopod was in fact 3 fused together. Three survivors out of the Autumn's total crew of more than a hundred people. I wish there were more. Thinking of the ship, I thought of Keyes, and how his advice would help now. Unfortunately, even Keyes would not take on 7 Covenant ships with one Longsword.

I fed more power to Cortana's systems. If we were going to get through this, it was going to be through her help.

"New contact," Cortana cut through both of our thoughts. "I think it is. Whatever it is, it's stuck on a chunk of rock. Damn, it just rotated out of my view.

On the display, she used the silhouette of the oddly shaped object, and overlaid it onto a schematic of a Pelican.

"Match with a tolerance of 57 percent. So they were hiding."

She said this with a tone of surprise, as if she was stunned that a human would outthink her.

"Look at its wing. It looks like its ready for takeoff." Chief studied the display carefully. Another Covenant Cruiser moved towards this new ship.

"Will, I'm going to need you to grab the Cryopods." Chief commanded, and I nodded, moving towards the bulkhead of the Longsword. Clipping myself to a secure harness, I braced myself for the decompression. The inside of the ship exploded outwards, and I slammed into the door, wincing in pain as the impact slapped my ribs. I exhaled a breath I didn't even know I was holding, and then jumped out of the Longsword.

Floating through space, I found myself a couple dozen meters from the Longsword, and the Cryopods. Cortana helpfully overlaid a blue NAV point on my HUD, illuminating the location of the pods. It seemed easy, but if I guessed wrong about my trajectory, I wouldn't be getting a second chance. By the time I'd pulled myself back to the Longsword, the Covenant would be firing on us.

Stretching my arms, I did a swim-like kick over to the cylinders, bobbing slowly to my destination. Ten meters to go. 'Oh shit, my approach was off' I thought, as I moved closer, shifting my left knee close to me chest, and spinning now correctly to the tubes. Stretching my hands to the cryopod, my hands brushed over the smooth and clean surface of its exterior. It began to slip away as I cursed in frustration and annoyance. I 'swam' towards the third pod, and stuck my hand as far as long as I could, managing to hook my finger onto the frame. Using this, I pulled myself towards the three pods, the lopped my tether through the frame. I then began the slow push towards the Longsword.

Over the COM, Chief warned." Hey, you'd better get back here quick. We've got trouble."

Looking over to my left, I saw exactly what the trouble was. The engines of the two Covenant Cruisers flared electric blue as they powered towards the Longsword. They're plasma and laser weapons warmed from red to orange, as they slowly readied to fire. I started kicking faster, looking like a fish out of water as I threw myself towards the Longsword, and finally into it. I was too late, as the ships lined up perfectly to destroy the Longsword.

Three missiles streaked through space, impacting on the side of the lead Covie ship. The explosion flashed harmlessly, and I turned to the source of the missiles. The cruisers turned, more annoyed than hurt in any case. The Pelican blasted off from its hiding place on the asteroid, punching through space impressively quickly.

As this was happening, I gave a final yank on the tether, smashing in a sloppy mess on the Longsword. Chief turned to see if I was okay, and I gave him a feeble wave. He turned, punched the engines, accelerating towards the cruisers.

The covenant cruisers fired a couple of plasma torpedoes at the Pelican, but it weaved and dodged through a dense region of the debris field. A missile found an opening yet just missed as the Pelican barrel rolled out of the way.

"Whoever's piloting that Pelican is either really lucky, really good, or really stupid."

"Whoever they are, we owe them a favor." Chief fired the Longsword guns, as tiny dots hit the cruiser's shields, not damaging them in the slightest.

"Give me a firing solution on the missiles, I want them to target their plasma turrets right before they fire. They drop their shields for a second to fire their guns."

"Working," Cortana replied. "Without precise data, I'll have to time it as best I can under certain assumptions. Give me fire control please." I tapped the auto override, as I saw the Longsword's ASGM-10 high power missiles snake a path to the enemy.

"Let's move!" I yelled.

The Longsword accelerated into the debris field, following the Pelican's path. All the while, I watched the missiles accelerate towards the target. Antimissile laser fire punched through space, taking out half of the missiles. The rest however, smeared across the hull. The cruiser listed over to the side, blind for a second from the dust and vapor stuck _inside_ the shield form the missiles.

"That'll keep them busy for a while," Cortana said.

As she said that, the Longsword arced under a large metal plate-right as a huge plasma bolt slammed into the surface, narrowly missing us as the plate sputtered and span through space.

"Or not," Cortana muttered. "Just let me drive."

The autopilot engaged, and the Longsword pitched and dived, making precise calculations and avoiding collisions by mere meters. Now that we were in the debris field, we were safe for a couple of minutes, but soon our fuel would be exhausted, and the enemy would prey in on us.

Thinking about all possible escape options, I realized that the two human ships in the area had no Slipspace engines, so we were stuck in the system. I conveyed this to Chief, who said nothing, but pointed at the massive Covenant flagship. I snorted, applauding his bravado. But I understood his thought process. This probably was the only way this could work.

Keying the COM system, I hailed the Pelican. " This is Lieutenant Spartan-B312. Recognition code Alpha Omega One Two Six, do you copy?"

"Copy, this is Warrant Officer Polaski here" a woman's voice answered, her voice low for a woman, and very calm in such a dire situation. Other voices, I could pick up three men in the background arguing. "It's good to hear from another voice, LT."

"Polaski, this is Master Chief Spartan 117, proceed at maximum burn to this position. " He dropped a NAV point on the display directly on top of the Covenant flagship.

Silence washed over the COM, and I wasn't surprised. This was suicide by most standards. Of course, the Covenant hadn't counted on two of the more dangerous humans in the galaxy being in one ship evading them, so we had a chance, albeit a very slim one.

"Copy, Polaski?"

"I copy. Plotting a course now, Chief." She sounded more than a little apprehensive. "I hope you know what you're doing. Polaski out." The channel snapped off.

"Let's go." I said, tapping the NAV point." As fast as we can fly."

The Longsword rolled right, pitching towards the flagship as our harnesses groaned in protest.

"Boys, I hope you know what you're doing. We're heading towards the most dangerous Covenant ship within this entire system. I assume at least one of you have a plan."

I replied," I don't, but I'm sure Chief does." I pointed at Chief, who nodded.

"Oh. Fantastic." Cortana said. The Longsword rolled under a rock, which promptly exploded into pieces. " All six Covenant cruisers are moving to overtake us at blisteringly fast speeds."

"The Pelican?" Chief asked, concerned.

"It's fine, but its taking heavy fire. I'm adjusting our speed to we get there at the same time."

The Longsword shifted left and right, shuddering to avoid laser fire blasting across either side.

"You never told me," Cortana said in a voice that was equal part amused irritation and calm indifference," precisely what your plan is."

"Something Captain Keyes would approve of." Chief summoned the navigation console on the main display. "Check it out. if we slingshot into the gravity well of Basis, it puts us in the same firing line as their Flagship. They won't dare to shoot."

I smiled, and clapped his back." Creative."

Cortana shortly laughed, then told us," Pelican is now twelve hundred kilometers and closing. Within range for system link."

I hailed the pelican." Polaski, release your controls. We're taking over."

"Chief?" Was the curt reply.

" Trust me on this."

There was a very long pause, then, "Roger."

Cortana's hologram appeared on the tiny pad, face scrunched up in concentration for a microsecond, and then declared triumphantly, "I got them."

"Synchronize our courses. Put us right on top of the Pelican." Chief said.

We slowly moved behind Basis, and I exhaled. We were finally safe, or relatively safe.

"Bring us closer to the Pelican," Chief ordered. "Right on top. Give me a hard dock on its top access hatch."

Cortana frowned, setting her hands on her hips. " I can do it, but a linked-ship configuration during an orbital burn isn't exactly stable."

"We won't be linked for very long." Chief said, as he slipped out of his harness, beckoning for me to do the same. Drifting over to the Longsword's access hatch, I removed the safeties and popped the seal opening into the Pelican.

A hand stretched outwards from the other side. I pulled the person through, but I didn't catch a very good look at his face.

Chief did, as he grabbed the man's uniform, pushing them both towards the hull, and fluidly pulled out a pistol and pointed it squarely at the man's face. To his credit, the black man had no reaction, grinning as he stared at the barrel." Nice way to welcome people."

I looked closer, and then it clicked. He was the man on Jenkins's mission record. The one who the Flood got. I instantly pulled out my pistol, pointing it at him.

"You were dead," I said. "I saw you die. It was on Jenkins's mission record. The Flood took you.

The soldier smiled again, showing a perfect set of white teeth. " The Flood? Hell, you two, it'll take a hell of a lot more than those pack of walking alien horror-show sons of bitches to take out Sergeant A.J. Johnson."

(A/N: Took a while to write this, bit confused on why the title is written as such, but I figured, first contact with humans again, and first contact with Sergeant Johnson. The dudes a bonafide badass. Anyways, I feel I should tell you that this is unedited, and if I could find anybody to help me pretty this up, I'd love it. Either way, read, review, favourite, all that jazz. I love reviews for the record, please do more.)


	15. HiJack

**(A/N: Sorry this took so long. Also I have no idea what Johnson listens to, but I figured it'd be a cross between jazz, blues, and rock. Perhaps slow dancing in a burning room. Before I get blamed for not knowing music, it's my own interpretation. Sorry if I step on any toes.)**

**Hijack**

" Cortana, please do a full body scan of Sergeant Johnson. I want to make sure he isn't carrying any semblances of a Flood parasite before I let him onto our ship." I asked, as I lowered my M6S, but Chief kept his gun trained on him.

" Listen, I know you saw what you saw, but this," Johnson confidently patted his chest." Is one hundred percent A-grade Marine."

"But how did you escape?" Chief questioned. At this, Johnson's smile faded, his cocky demeanor dropped and he seemed to be in deep thought and sadness as he recounted the events of his survival.

"Yeah, we were in a jam. They got the Captain. Jenkins. Mendoza. Good men… They tried to get me, but I guess I didn't taste so good." He answered, after a long pause.

" The Flood doesn't 'taste' their victim, they intercept their nervous structure and rewrite their biological DNA." Cortana helpfully said. " I've done a full body scan, and he's completely human, but with…changes. He's got enhanced regenerative capabilities, along with some other things, which give him more speed and strength, which definitely doesn't fall under the normal augmentations from Marines. He also has a… strange biological system, which made the Flood unable to rework his system. I can't be one hundred percent positive until he's been cleared in a medical suite, but he's obviously not a mindless alien killing machine."

Johnson shrugged, and then I understood. He's got something to hide. A strange biological system and special augmentations? This screamed ONI.

Satisfied, Chief finally put his pistol back into his holster. "All right, but I'm having you checked the moment we can. We can't let the Flood spread back to our colonies."

"I hear you, Chief. Looking forward to those pretty Nurses. Now, how about you put me down, and let's get the rest of the crew on board."

He put Johnson back on the ground, and we continued with getting the rest of the survivors out of the Pelican.

Johnson hesitated by the Cryopods." I see you picked up a couple of stragglers."

"They'll have to wait," I said. " It'll take a while before they're thawed out enough so we can't risk hypothermic shock. We don't have that much time before we re-engage the Covenant."

" Allright Lieutenant. Re-engage." The Sergeant savored the word, smiling to himself as he opened the hatch to the Pelican.

An MA5B assault Rifle extended through the hatch, and was promptly pulled up, revealing a Marine corporal with an ODST helmet strapped to his side. Tan, shaved bald, with clear blue eyes, he grabbed his weapon from the Sergeant, and shouted down the Pelican," Clear!"

" At ease, Corporal." I said.

His eyes locked upon mine, and then turned to see Chief standing right behind him.

" Not one Spartan, but two. Figures. Out of the frying pan-"

This guy must have been a friend to Major Silva. He hated Spartans, and I guess that translated to some of his men. He was decidedly negative about the Spartans… and us in particular.

Another man pulled himself through, with a plasma pistol strapped to his side, and his black bars signaled a First lieutenant. . His shoulder held the eagle wings along with a trio of stars, along with the Latin word SEMPER VIGILANS. His red hair messily slicked back, and his eyes traveled through both of us, before locking on me. I knew who he was. Lieutenant Haverson of ONI.

We both snapped to attention." Sir!"

"I'm Haverson. You must be Master Chief, Spartan 117."

"Yes, sir." The Chief showed surprise, and he would be, considering how hard it was to distinguish one Spartan from the other.

"Good," Haverson said, glancing at Locklear, Johnson, Chief, and me." With you and the Lieutenant here, we might have a chance."

He finally turned to me." Good to see you again Lieutenant."

" To you as well." I curtly replied.

Chief looked at me, then Haverson, clearly confused. I made it a point to explain to him later.

What followed was a pilot, with her long dirty blonde hair curled into a ponytail. She looked pretty, but her eyes showed someone who'd been through hell and back. She wore the standard pilot uniform, and saluted us both. On her coveralls there was an insignia of a flaming fist over a red bull's-eye. That was the insignia of the Twenty-third naval air squadron. That explained her piloting skills, as the twenty-third was known to have amazing pilots able to pull off nearly impossible maneuvers. This was the same squadron Foehammer was in, which spoke volumes about the skill of this squadron.

She saluted us both," Petty Warrant Officer Polaski, requesting permission to come aboard, sirs."

"Granted." I said with a salute.

"So what's the story here?" Locklear demanded." We got anything to shoot over here?"

" At ease, marine," Johnson growled." Use that stuffing between your ears for something besides keeping your helmet on. Notice we aint floating? Feel those gee forces? We're in slingshot orbit. Get ready for another crack at those sons-of-bitches."

"That's correct." Chief answered.

" Our first priority should be to escape," Haverson said, his eyebrows knitted in frustration." Not to blindly engage the Covenant. We have valuable intelligence on the enemy, and on Halo. Our first priority should be to get back to human-controlled space."

" That was our intention," Chief replied. " But our Longsword, and your Pelican have no Shaw-Fujikawa engines. Without a jump into Slipspace, it would take too long to return.

He sighed." That does limit our options, doesn't it?" He turned his back to the Chief and paced, deep in though. I noticed the Master Chief stiffened slightly, and I could tell that he was slightly annoyed that Haverson had simply turned his back on him.

I decided to step in. " Haverson, Chief's got a mission from HIGHCOM. You know what that means." I'd remembered that on the ring, Chief had mentioned that his original mission was to capture a prophet. Speaking of that, we'd clarified quite a few things on what I was doing with him. I wasn't technically assigned by anyone to work with Chief, as Keyes initially must have guessed we would only work together on our time on Halo. What he didn't foresee was the fight on Halo, and the fact that we were one of the only survivors. For all intents and purposes, we were now a team. I didn't have a team anymore, and despite working alone for so long, Noble team, and now Chief had changed my perspective. I felt better knowing I had someone to watch my back.

He turned back, looking at Chief. " Meaning?"

"Meaning," Chief finished my sentence for me, "I have tactical command of this crew, these ships… and you. Sir."

Haverson looked at me, and the inklings of a smile formed on the corners of his mouth. "Looks like the Lieutenant's personality over here has been rubbing off on you. Of course, I am well aware of your mission. I will do anything I can to assist."

At this point, I was slightly confused, as how would he know about Chief's original mission? What was he doing on the Pillar of Autumn anyway? With these ONI spooks, nothing was a coincidence with these guys.

I knew Haverson from my anti-insurrectionist time. My superior would rarely show his face, but all I knew was he or she was a high-ranking ONI spook. They would often sent Haverson to be my liaison for missions. He would be the one to give me orders. Between those times, we'd learnt some information on each other. Haverson was very young, only around his late twenties, and he was married and had a kid back home. He'd been fast-tracked into ONI due to his aptitude tests at school. He also did not hate insurrectionists, seeing them as people who took a disagreement too seriously. The Covenant however was a totally different story. He hated them. As we got closer and closer to our assignment on Noble team, his wife and kid had moved from Sigma Octanus, to Reach, and to Earth. They were lucky, as a month after I'd been given this information from Haverson, The fall of reach happened. He knew more than most about me, but not my real name. He simply used to call me B, after my call sign. After I'd gotten promoted to lieutenant, it became LT. The fact that we were both the same rank often proved to be an interesting source of conversation for the both of us. I considered him a friend, but we could never be good ones, the nature of his work too rooted in darkness for the trust required in a friendship.

Chief on the other hand, was different. I'd fought through hell with him, and we shared a bond of common survival, which could not be shared by anyone else, saving each other's lives more than a few times. Either way, as I'd no idea what happened to Beta Company, and Noble team was all gone except for Jun, Chief could very well now be the only man I could trust. Other than Cortana, of course.

"So what's the plan?" Locklear again demanded. "Once we get out of this slingshot orbit-then what? We just going to sit around and not do anything, Chief?"

"No." He simply replied, glancing at Polaski and the Sergeant, finally to Haverson. These three people he was able to trust, despite his thought on how Johnson survived the flood, and Haversons own agenda. They all knew what was at stake. Locklear was another story, though.

The young Marine was coiled like a cobra, or an antipersonnel mine ready to blow. One wrong move and he would go off. Some people broke under pressure. Some would snap under pressure. Add that to this Helljumpers pride, loyalty to Silva, and his apparent hate of us, and we had a volatile mix on our hands. We had to establish our authority over this man.

"Get in the Pelican," Chief instructed him. "We don't have much time while we're on the far side of the moon. Grab all we can use, and keep linked up to my COM so you can hear my briefing on the others." Locklear said nothing, glaring into the Chief's faceplate, and tensed.

Johnson opened his mouth, but I silenced him with a cutting gesture, taking a step up close to Locklear. "_Corporal_, was his order unclear?"

He thought he could defy one Spartan, how about he try two? Locklear swallowed. The fire in his eyes dulled, as he looked away from me. "No." His body slumped, and he shouldered his rifle, accepting our authority for now. "I'm on it Sir." He walked into the hatch, dropping into the Pelican.

To say our team wasn't ready for a high-risk insertion operation was quite a big understatement. A silence proceeded for a while after Locklear had left.

Polaski broke the silence," So how are we supposed to get a Shaw-Fujikawa drive?"

Chief answered." We're not. But we're going to go after the next best thing." I continued, pointing to the Covenant Flagship up ahead, tapping a display, which showed a scan of the Covenant flagship. "This thing is our objective."

Haverson frowned. "Chief, if we approach that ship we'll be blown out of the sky before we can even think about engaging them."

"Normally, yes," the Chief replied. "But we're going to rig the Pelican as a fireship-we load it with Moray mines and send it out ahead of us. We'll have to remote-pilot the Pelican, but we can accelerate it past the point where a human crew would normally black out. It'll draw the enemy fire, and let us slip by."

Polaski's expression hardened into a sad frown.

"What's the problem Polaski?" I asked.

"Nothing. I just hate to lose a good ship. The thing got us off that burning wreck in one piece."

In a way, I understood. Pilots got attached to their ships, giving them names, along with other things that made them unique to them and them alone. However, as I wasn't a pilot, I figured almost all equipment was expendable. Except for Cortana.

"So we get close to the flagship," Haverson said, his arms crossed over his chest. "How will we go nose to nose with a ship a thousand times our firepower? Or are you planning another flyby?"

"Neither." Chief pointed to the flagship's launch bay. "That's our LZ."

Polaski squinted at the tiny opening, comparing it to the giant belly of the flagship. "Tough, but not impossible in a Longsword."

Cortana said," The reason this will work, is because they'll have to launch fighters to engage the Pelican and the Longsword. They'll have to drop a section of their shields to do so. All we need to do is neutralize the crew, and we have a ship ready to go home."

"Rock 'n' roll!" Locklear yelled over the COM. I sighed in response.

Sergeant Johnson chewed on his cigar, considering the plan. "Sounds good. Let's do it."

"No one has ever captured a Covenant ship," Haverson whispered. " The few times we've had them close to surrender, they've self-destructed."

" We have no other choice," I said. "Unless anyone has a better plan, we're doing this."

"Anything to add, Cortana?"

" Our exit orbit from Basis leaves us low on fuel, and travelling on a very high velocity on an intercept course with the Covenant flagship. We'll have to dodge the overlapping fields on enemy fire on our approach vector. That'll be very tricky."

"Polaski should be able to handle that." I turned to her.

"Piloting a Longsword?" Polaski slowly nodded, and there was a gleam in her eyes that hadn't been there a second ago. A smile came across her weary features as she said, "It's been a while, but I am one hundred and ten percent on it." She moved to the pilot's seat, strapping herself in and acclimatizing herself to the controls.

"With all due respect to Miss Polaski's skill," Cortana said, " Let me point out that I am able to process information a million times faster and-"

" We'll need you to link up with the flagship's intraship battlenet," the Chief cut in. " When we're close, you'll need to shut down its weapons, along with jamming its communication systems."

"Sending an unescorted lady ahead to do your dirty work?" Cortana sighed, and then laughed softly. "I suppose I'm the only one who can."

"Haverson," Chief asked," I'll need you to program the Moray mines to release and attach onto the Pelican before we exit planet orbit. Set half for detonation on impact, and program the rest to detach and track any enemy ship on our approach."

Haverson nodded, settling into the ops station next to Polaski. He turned to me, and said." Me and you do what Spartans do best."

"What would that be?" I joked.

"Kill them all. Also, what's your relationship with Haverson?"

"It's a long story…"

**XXxXxXxXxX**

I'd just finished explaining to him what was up with me and Haverson, when Two crates and a duffel back were thrown through the open access panel, landing with a thud on the Longsword's floor. Locklear emerged form the opening hefting another duffel, before sealing the hatch. "That's about it Chief." He said. "Two Pistols, two MA5Bs, BR55 Battle Rifle ammo, one M90 shotgun, a crate of frags. Dozen clips for the rifles- only a couple shells for the shotgun, though."

"Good enough, thanks Corporal." I said. He gave a half-hearted salute, perhaps out of respect or disrespect, and then walked over to the ops station to talk to Sergeant Johnson. I grabbed the clips for the Battle Rifle, as I was the only one who had one. Chief grabbed the Assault Rifle, slapping a full magazine into his Rifle with a satisfying click. I grabbed the M90, tossing it to Sergeant Johnson, who hefted it, whistling appreciatively. He grabbed more ammo, an MA5B, and a couple grenades. Locklear took the same.

"Orbital exit burn in ten seconds," Polaski informed.

" Dog the rest of that," Chief told Locklear. "And brace yourself."

Locklear secured the collection of weapons and ordnance in a duffel bag, and looped in around his shoulders, finding a handhold. Johnson leaned against the Cryopods, Chief grabbed the Bulkhead, and I found another handhold by the ops station.

"Releasing Pelican," Polaski said. There was a loud thump from behind us. "Pelican away."

"Pelican autopilot programmed," Cortana informed.

"Moray mines attached and armed," Haverson added.

Polaski said, "Exit burn in three..two..one…Burn!"

The Longsword's engine roared to life, causing everyone to lean back form the acceleration, as it exploded forward in a powerful burst of energy.

The Pelican pulled ahead in front of us, rounding the horizon before arcing back into the debris field. As the Longsword followed behind, meteors struck upon the moon, leaving giant craters, and leaving puffs of dusts as large as sandstorms when they impacted.

Polaski kept the display camera centered upon the Covenant Cruisers. "Oh shit. They were waiting for us," she cried. "Evasive maneuvers!" The pelican barrel rolled to starboard. " Accelerating to the flagship!"

The Covenant ship was too close. It must have predicted our slingshot orbit trajectory. The one thing it didn't count on however was the fact that we turned towards it. If we didn't, their weapons would've atomized us.

"Pelican is now two hundred kilometers in the lead," Haverson informed us.

The large aircraft drew fire from the cruisers. Smoke trailed from its hull, and bits of the barren ship were vaporized. It dipped left and right, moving at a speed in which no human could control. Cortana was doing her job well.

"Mines away," Haverson announced. "Plugging co-ordinates and trajectories into its NAV system, Polaski. Try not to run 'em over."

Roger," She said. "Hang on-we're going in."

"I really hate this crap," Locklear muttered, as the Longsword dipped heavily. "Ships shooting each other, fire so thick you could walk on it to our LZ, and we're just sittin' here not being able to do a goddamn thing but hold on and hope not to get blown to kingdom come."

I agreed. Despite this ODST's foul disposition, all marine or army personnel were uneasy with space combat. We were helpless, and all we could do was hope our pilots were good.

"Amen," Sergeant Johnson added. "Now shut up and let the lady drive." He removed a small mission record unit from his pocket, and inserted a chip. The screen blanked, and then played a loud cacophony of music from its tiny speaker. It must have been old music, as nowadays you rarely hear human voices singing. The Sergeant had peculiar tastes, to say the least. The song interestingly enough was smooth, and very slow, an ironic change to the hell going on around us as Polaski continued to evade Covenant fire.

" Just shoot me now, Sarge," Locklear protested, "and get it over with. Don't torture me with that slow dancing crap first."

"Just cause I'm a hard-ass marine doesn't mean I can't appreciate the classics, so suck it up Corporal."

"So's a mercy killing."

I tried not to laugh, but I liked the song. It wasn't bad, and his voice was good. Polaski forced to Longsword to bank and roll port and starboard in order to dodge a plasma torpedo fired from the flagship.

"Show-off," Cortana joked in our helmet speakers, causing both of us to chuckle softly. "Connecting to the Covenant battlenet," She continued, this time over the ship COM. "Accessing their weapons systems. Stand by."

Up ahead, the Pelican intercepted a second torpedo coming to us, and vaporized, flying across space as a cloud of sparking and sputtering ionized metal. Up ahead, the Covenant flagship grew larger and larger.

"No time to play around," Polaski groaned, hitting the afterburners and rocketing towards it. The sudden acceleration sent us bouncing to the aft of the Longsword, while Locklear was almost completely horizontal as he hung on to the frame.

"There is now insufficient distance to decelerate and make a soft landing inside the flagship launch bay," Cortana warned Polaski.

"Really?" She replied, irritated. "No wonder they call you smart AIs" She tugged on her cap. " I'll do the driving, you just get those damn weapons offline."

"They're launching fighters," Haverson warned. On the viewscreen, the Covenant flagship filled the entire display, and several Seraphs emerged from the belly of the beast. "I still have active signals from twenty of the Moray mines. Their momentum is carrying them into range. " Tiny puffs of fire overlapped the Seraphs as they exploded upon coming into contact with the mines. Haverson laughed out loud.

"Forward weapons systems and their shields have been disabled," Cortana said. "And by the way, you're welcome." She said that only to us.

"The doors are open," Polaski murmured. " We're invited in. How impolite would it be of us not to accept their invitation?"

The flagship filled the display.

"Collision imminent," Cortana warned.

Johnson got to his feet. Bad idea. I grabbed his leg, staying firmly on the deck.

Polaski cut the engines, and hit the maneuvering thrusters, causing the Longsword to spin 180 degrees. The ship pointed backward now, and she pushed the throttle to maximum, causing the hull to strain with the constant movement. With one hand, I held the floor, the other one, I held on to the Sergeant, keeping him from flying across the ship.

The engines whined and the ship slowed… but it wasn't going to be enough.

We entered the launch bay at speed, crushing grunt technicians as they attempted to scramble out of the way. I could hear their methane tanks popping like firecrackers. The ship slammed to rest against the wall, as we all crashed into the pilot's and ops seats in a heap. Grunts approached the ship, their plasma pistols drawn. Covenant Engineers struggled to put out fires and repair burst conduits.

"External atmosphere stabilizing, Shield systems back online. Please feel free to get up and move around the cabin." Cortana mischievously added.

Locklear scrambled to his feet. "Yeah!" he whooped. They helljumper yanked his MA5B's charging lever, racking a round into his chamber.

"Good work, people," Chief said, getting to his feet, helping Johnson up at the same time. He readied his own rifle. "But that was just the easy part." I got to my feet, and looked around the cockpit, readying my Battle Rifle, and checking to see if my M6S was strapped to my thighs. Plasma bolts impacted on the Longsword's windshield, etching molten trails onto the glass. They couldn't penetrate it. Not in time anyways, as I walked towards the Longsword's Machine guns. Bringing up a reticule, I swept it across the launch bay, sending a hail of 120mm rounds tearing through the Grunts' cover. Fuel bods exploded, sending metal fragments and screaming Grunts hurtling through the air. "Bye." I said, as pools of burning fuel and charred bodies of Grunts and Covenant Engineers littered the launch bay.

"Fire suppression system activating." Cortana said, as a jet of gray mist blew down from somewhere above, causing the fires to gutter and fall out.

" Is there air in the bay?" Chief asked.

"Scanning," Cortana replied. "Traces of ash, some contamination from the melted hulls, but it should be fine, Chief."

"Thanks." He turned to us. "We're going in. I'll lead, Will, up with me. Locklear and Johnson will cover the back."

I pulled Cortana from her stationary point, and handed her to Chief, who slotted it in the back of his helmet. Cortana quipped to him. "He's got a lot of room in here." I laughed, but Chief ignored her quip, nodding at Johnson and Locklear." Let's go."

Johnson hid the door release, and the side hatch slid open. Shouldering my rifle, I looked through the opening. A pair of Grunts crouched right in front of me, apparently unaware that I was right behind them. I simply pulled up my pistol, putting a bullet neatly into each of their heads. I pushed through the open hatch, spying three Engineers. I did nothing, as they were completely harmless.

The odd creatures hovered above the deck, repairing the broken pipes and pumps as well as taking no notice of us. Their bladders helped keep them afloat, as they made strange high-pitched noises.

"Funny that there's no welcoming committee yet," Cortana whispered to us, as I cleared the deck, making sure it was empty of enemies. " I checked this ship's Personnel roster: three thousand Covenant, mostly Engineers. There's a light company of Grunts, only a hundred Elites, and was…originally commanded by the supreme commander of the Covenant fleet that attacked Reach. He's gone though, retreated."

"Only a hundred. You're not fighting them Cortana." Chief deadpanned. Our team moved forwards towards a heavy door at the back of the launch bay. Covered in mist and smoke, we couldn't see more than a dozen meters ahead. I turned back, seeing Locklear aiming at the Engineers.

"Locklear, relax. They do no harm." I told him.

" Yeah… Doesn't hurt to be careful around them though. Never trust the Covenant." He said, keeping his weapons trained.

I'd have agreed with him, but from my experiences, they were always harmless. The architecture of the Covie fighter bay was similar to the interior of the Truth and Reconciliation, with its low lights illuminating the dark purple walls. Again, the alien metal looked like it was patterned with luminescent patterns that overlapped each other. With its vaulted ceiling, it seemed like a testament to a waste of effort.

The narrow corridor was hexagonal shaped, allowing us to go in, but one by one. I moved to the right side of the door, as Chief moved to the left.

"Haverson, you're our rear guard. Polaski, door controls. Hand signals from now on." Chief called out. Polaski moved forward, crouching by the panel in the middle of the door. Pulling her dirty blonde hair back into her cap, she turned it around, leaning closer, then looked back at us and giving a thumbs-up.

I nodded, as she went to touch the controls. Before she reached them, the door slip apart.

Standing on the opposite side were five Elites: Two stood shielded by either side of the door; a third stood centered in the corridor, plasma rifle leveled at Chief. The fourth Elite covered the rear, and one last one was crouched in their door panel-nose to nose with Polaski.

I fired two bursts over Polaski's head, catching the larger Elite square in the chin. His shields weren't up for some strange reason, and he clattered to the floor. Chief reacted as well; firing at the Elite in front of him, puncturing is armor and dropping it to the deck.

The other Elites howled and attack, causing the familiar whine of plasma fare to echo throughout the corridor. I stood in front with Chief, soaking up the plasma rifle fire with our shields. My shield dropped away, and the drone of a warning sounded. Ducking over to the side, I saw Polaski drawing a sidearm, just as an Elite in front drew his. Before either of them could fire a shot the Elite hit the floor with a bullet lodged in the center of its elongated helmet. Polaski hugged the deck plates as Locklear and Johnson unleashed a hellish crossfire into the remaining Elites.

"Now that's what I'm talkin' about," Johnson grinned. "An honest-to-god turkey shoot."

Down the passage, a dozen more Elites rounded a corner, turned to us and charged.

"Shit." Locklear muttered.

"Door control!" Chief barked, as he moved to Polaski, pulling her out of the line of fire. I primed a plasma grenade, and threw it. it attached itself to one of the Elites, as I used my sidearm and shot the door control; it exploded in a shower of sparks, and the door slammed shut.

Behind the door, a loud thump echoed behind the thick material, then an eerie silence descended on the bay. I pulled Polaski up, and then gave her a reassuring pat on her shoulder. She fed a fresh clip into her pistol, though her hands shook.

"Cortana," Chief spoke into his COM. " We're going to need an alternate route to the bridge."

A waypoint flashed on our HUDs, showing an open hatch to the right. Signaling our team through, I waited for them to go, before I closed the hatch with a side panel. The hatch revealed a narrow corridor beyond, snaking ominously into the dark. It was too dark, and too narrow-a perfect place for an ambush. I briefly considered heading back to the primary door, but noticed that sparks and smoke were appearing from its seams, as the Covie forces were trying to burn their way through.

Flicking on my night vision, the darkness disappeared, giving way to an eerie green light. No contacts, we were good for now.

Creeping along the corridor, the smooth purple surface of the hallway darkened, forcing us to turn sideways in order to pass through.

"This looks like a service corridor for their Engineers," Cortana said. "Their Elites will have a tough time following us here."

Chief grunted an acknowledgment, as a flash of sparks zapped when he scraped the wall. It was uncomfortable, but we fit through. Behind us was Locklear, Polaski, Johnson, and finally Haverson. Haverson took the initiative, closing the door and ripping out its circuitry for its control mechanism.

There were dozens of Engineers in the launch bay- and there were enough on the ship to merit their own access tunnel. This was nothing like I'd seen before, not even on the Truth and Reconciliation. Oddly enough, I don't think I'd ever seen an Engineer in the Truth and Reconciliation, yet this ship was full of it. This ship may have been a flagship, but it had the support staff of a refit vessel.

"Stop here," Cortana said. I paused, and killed my external speakers so I could speak freely. "There a problem?"

"Nah. A lucky break, perhaps. Look to your left and down a bit."

Turning and squinting, I noticed that there was a portion of the wall extended into a circular opening no larger than my thumb.

"See that? That's a data port…or what passes for one with those Engineers. I'm picking up handshake signals in shortwave and infrared from it. Remove me Chief, and slot me in."

"You sure about that?" Chief asked, concernedly. I understood, after what'd happened on Halo, I'd be a bit apprehensive as well.

"I can't do much good in there with you. Once I'm directly in contact with the ship's battlenet, however, I can infiltrate and take over their systems. You'll still need to get to the bridge and manually give me access to their engineering systems. In the meantime, I may be able to control secondary systems and buy you some time."

"If you're sure."

"When have I not been sure?" She joked.

"She's got a point Chief." I laughed, along with Johnson and Polaski, while Locklear and Haverson remained silent, albeit with smirks on their faces.

Chief hesitantly removed Cortana's data chip from the socket in his helmet, before slotting her chip into the data port.

"Okay, let's see what we got here." She said with a hint of anticipation. Locklear's face rippled with revulsion, and he whispered," You could never pay me anything to stick any part of myself into that thing." I silenced him with a slashing gesture, and the ODST went quiet.

"I'm in," Cortana said.

"How is it?" the Chief said, a twinge of concern hinted in his voice.

After a half-second pause, Cortana finally said," It's… kind of different. Take a left and move thirty meters down the passage."

Chief motioned the team forward, as we forged on.

"It's very different." She continued.

As we continued along the passage, Cortana accessed the ships cameras, identifying the hunter killer Elite teams throughout the ship, and highlighting them to us. A lone Elite came through the front passage, and our combined fire quickly killed him before he could alert the rest of his team. But, the thundering hooves of the rest of the Elites signaled that they were coming.

"Chief, there's another way to the bridge." Cortana's icy cool voice spoke to us.

"Affirmative, wait a sec." I said, as I fired a burst, puncturing through an Elites helmet. Chief stuck a plasma grenade into their clustered bodies, ending the firefight quickly. "Go ahead, Cortana."

"I'm uploading the route. But, I don't think you can fit through the passage in your armor. Split your team, and proceed along both routes to maximize chances of getting onto the bridge."

"Understood," Chief said. "Six, Polaski, with me. Johnson, Locklear and Haverson, you take the escape pod route."

We passed a small viewport, seeing another Covenant Cruiser vanishing into Slipspace. They must have been running away, perhaps to call for help. It was kind of puzzling. Their warriors were arrogant and proud; they never ran from a fight. Then again, this ship didn't appear to be staffed for combat, as Cortana told us it only carried around a hundred Elites and several dozen contingents of Engineers.

As I passed through, a plasma bolt hit me straight in the chest. Staggering back, I scanned the area. Looking around, I saw nothing, which meant Elites in active camouflage were nearby.

More plasma bolts flew about. I ducked, finding cover, as Chief and Polaski did the same. We traded fire, shots pinging off their shields as shots pinged of ours. I hit one Elite in his camo generator, and a bullet neatly lodged itself into its chest, hitting the floor dead. A lucky bullet from Polaski's pistol nicked an Elite in the side, causing the alien to screech and reveal its position. She kept firing, until the Elite collapsed. An Elite veered too close to Chiefs cover position, and was promptly pulled down and stabbed in the neck. We both moved from cover exactly the same, noticing the ripple at the same time as well. If the last Elite knew what we were doing, he'd have ran. Instead, he stayed there hoping we didn't see him. He was tackled, and killed before it could make a single move.

As we continued on, Cortana whispered over the COM." Boys, be advised that the passages I'm uploading into your NAV system don't contain atmosphere. You two will be fine, but it will be lethal to the rest of your team."

"Understood." Chief replied.

Pushing forward, we finally found ourselves a door away from the command center, meeting up with the other three.

"Chief, we may have a slight-" Cortana was cut off.

" Hold that thought, we're outside the Command Center, how many are inside?" Chief asked.

" I can't tell you, they've disabled the bridge sensors." She continued.

I pinged to Haverson and the rest. " You three ready?"

"In position and ready to kick Covenant ass." Johnson replied.

"Blow the door with plasma grenades on my mark." Chief commanded.

"Mark!"

"Chief, Hurry!" She warned.

Chief tossed two plasma grenades, burning blue-brilliant and sticking to the bulkhead doors that beheld the bridge. We both stood in front of Polaski to protect her, and she chuckled to herself.

A flash filled the hallway, and it seemed that the plasma grenades hadn't done much damage. But there was a small crack in the door, and it was enough to pull the door open enough to stick an Assault Rifle through. Unfortunately, it was enough that a Covenant Carbine could also stick through, as the alien behind the door opened fire, destroying the Chief's shields. He rolled to the side, as I took over. I grabbed the Battle Rifle, and started firing, and was rewarded by a howl on the other side.

As it died, I pulled open the door enough so everyone could go through. Looking at Chief, he was rebooting his shielding control software. But it didn't work. "You good?" I looked at him. He shook his head. It wouldn't stop him however, as we rushed through the room, stepping over the dead Elite on the floor, its torso ripped open.

Scanning the room, it was circular; say around twenty meters across, with a raised platform in the center that was ten meters across, covered in holographic control surfaces. The raised platform housed a trio of Covenant Engineers, cowering in fear. The sight of them made me feel very uneasy, but we continued on.

A jet-black armored Elite suddenly materialized from the wall display, its camouflage dissolving, charging towards the Chief. He fired three bullets before his Assault Rifle clacked empty. Haverson leveled his pistol before he had to scramble out of cover, as the Elite drew a plasma pistol and fired at the Lieutenant-never taking its eyes off the Chief.

The bullet pinged of the Elites helmet, and he removed it. The Elite almost appeared to smile as the blue-white blade of energy flashed to life in its hands.

It raised its energy blade charged.

Chief probably could take it, but as his shields were compromised, I didn't want to risk anything. It was so blindly focused on Chief it didn't notice me creeping up behind him. I jammed my boot into its leg, causing an audible crack as the Elite kneeled to the floor. Pulling out my combat knife, I stabbed the Elite straight in its mandibles, causing it to yell and cry and pain. Pulling the knife out, it collapsed as I wiped the blade on its ornate armor.

Chief looked at me, and rose up two fingers. "Now, we're even." He said.

"Okay Cortana, we have control. Now what?" I asked Cortana.

(A/N : This took quite a while. IB's a friggin bitch. Due to a typhoon in asia, school was cancelled which gave me enough time to finish this. Anyways enjoy this.


	16. Miraculous Escape

**(A/N: Let's keep this moving…. Untouched, and unedited so sorry for any errors.)**

**Miraculous Escape**

"Nav controls coming online. I can finally get this darn crate moving. Hang on everybody." Cortana said.

I felt a lurching feeling in my stomach as we stood on the bridge. The ship spun to port, attempting to dodge the four Covenant Cruisers firing at us. The flagship accelerated, but the plasma torpedoes traced us, arcing and following us. "Damn," Cortana said. "I can't overcome our inertia in this tub. They're going to hit us…unless I can get us into Slipspace."

Suddenly, a display flashed red, along with a rhythmic klaxon warning pulsing. A heartbeat later, the first torpedo slammed into the hull, causing dull red fire to smear across the ship.

"Why can't we get to Slipspace?" Haverson demanded.

"This ship's Slipspace generator is inert," Cortana replied. "The disabled NAV controls were a trick. It must have been the Covenant AI in the system. Without the system powered up, we're not going anywhere."

"Hold up, Covenant AI?" I raised an eyebrow beneath my helmet.

"Upload the co-ordinates to power coupling," Chief said. "I'll take care of it."

I cut him off, saying, "We'll take care of it. Your shield systems are compromised, you need someone watching your back."

He nodded, as two more plasma torpedoes impacted and splashed across the slowly weakening Energy shields. "Energy shields collapsing," Cortana yelled. "Brace for impact!"

The final shot slammed into the flagship, causing the hull and its armor to melt as plasma boiled through it quickly. The ship rolled as plumes of superheated metal vapor outgassed. Luckily, the shot hadn't breached the hull, but one more hit like that, and we were goners.

Cortana popped a route on our HUD's, showing that the engineering rooms were twenty decks below the bridge. That would take too long.

"There are bound to be Elite hunter killer teams waiting for you. Even if you did find it, there'd be no way to repair the coupling in time. "

There had to be a way around this. I looked around at my surroundings, and then saw the solution. One of the Covenant Engineers hovered not five feet from us, repairing a broken conduit. I strode over, tapped it, and it turned, stared at me for a fraction of a second, before turning back to its job.

"Cortana, can you tell us what we need to this little guy over here?" I pointed at the engineer.

A stream of high-pitched chirps emanated from the bridge speakers, and the Engineer's six black eyes dilated. It turned to me, and then chirped a short musical tone.

"It says hurry." Cortana told us.

"Everyone else stay here,"

"If you insist," Haverson huffed, blood trickling from a wound in his side. Locklear, Johnson and Polaski were fine.

"Not a problem, Chief," Johnson said. He stopped to kick the dead Elite in its teeth, before slapping a fresh clip into his MA5B Assault Rifle. "Those bastards are going to have to tango with me before they set a foot into this room."

"Buy us some time Cortana, let's move." I said, as the door closed behind us. The corridor ahead had a vaulted ceiling, opening up into the cavernous reactor room. The Engineer led the way, as we warily moved behind it.

"Little guy?" Chief asked, and I could tell he had a smirk on his face.

"Shut up." I replied, garnering a small cough from Chief. Guess he wasn't a machine after all. The ambient lights in the hallway were off, probably due to the plasma torpedoes. And all of a sudden, we were in the air. Spinning around in air, I planted my feet on the 'ground'. Chief continually floated upwards, before I grabbed his arm, pulling him to his feet. The Engineer clutching his shoulder let go, floating to the tiny control panel on the wall. The doors at the end of the hallway hissed apart.

As we pushed through and bobbed onwards, I wondered. It was funny how the creature didn't care what or who we were. A mission involving a low ranking prophet had showed me that they were a very peaceful race. That mission involved its capture, and in the process of getting it out, it died of wounds it suffered. I had no way to get out, but after an encounter with an Engineer, I made it power a Phantom to get me out of there. It seemed glad to help me. Maybe it didn't care about enemies or allies. Maybe all it wanted to do was its job.

The corridor ahead had gravity, so we could walk normally, and it showed the ten-meter-high reactor coils, pulsing with lightning, throwing hard shadows onto the walls. And I turned on my flashlight to screen out the glow from the reactors. A silhouette flashed across the wall, with the distinct slouch of a Covenant grunt. Then, it was gone. The motion sensor still showed a red dot.

We both paused, listening. I could hear at least a dozen grunts squeaking loudly. This came as a relief, as if there was an Elite, the grunts would have been silenced immediately. I looked at Chief, then whispered." Your shields compromised. I got this."

He nodded, as Cortana said over the COM. "You boys there yet? I'm running out of options."

I replied in a whisper," Almost." There were a dozen grunts, and since the reactor coils prevented using any grenades, I took cover right behind the crate. Before turning around, and seeping with my Battle Rifle, leaving three quarters of the grounds with their heads pockmarked with bullets. The others screeched in fear, trying to run, but precise bursts hit vital points in their backs and spines. Within ten seconds, they were all dead, much more anticlimactic than I'd hoped. I ran out of bullets finally with my Battle Rifle; as two grunts popped out of cover spraying with their Plasma Rifle. Getting hit by a couple of bolts, my shields rang a shrill warning.

Turning to my left, I saw a pink blur coming at me. Catching it with my hands, it was a Covenant Needler. Chief nodded at me, and I turned, blowing the two apart with its glassy needles. Job Done. I waved Chief and the Engineer over, as it began repairing the reactor, immediately fixing disengaged power couplings, and overloaded circuits.

"Engineers at the coupling. We should have power for the Slipspace generator in a moment. Are you good?" Chief huffed, as we both knelt at the reactor.

"It's too late." Cortana groaned.

"Shit." I muttered," We're falling into the atmosphere of the moon."

"Try something," Chief told Cortana with amazing calm. "Try anything." A long pause lasted for only a couple seconds, but to us it felt like hours. All I knew now was that we'd either be fine in a couple seconds, or we'd be dead in a couple seconds.

"Status, Cortana?" Chief asked.

"Stand by," She informed us, almost in a state of wonder. We both felt decompressive explosions reverberate through the deck, thunder that suddenly silenced itself as the atmosphere vented, waiting for an explosion to tear through the engine room, or for plasma to envelop us. We'd been a hairsbreadth from death. From Reach, to the Pillar of Autumn to this giant flagship, we'd been in danger for almost the entire time. Ironically, these were the most peaceful moments in a couple weeks for me.

Looking at Chief, I joked." Spartans never die right?"

Chief replied. " Yep. Cortana, status please."

A long pause over the COM occurred, and then Cortana spoke.

"We're safe. In Slipspace, but I have no idea where we're going." She sighed, " We're gone from danger for now. If this damn ship holds for a little bit longer, lets put some distance from the Covenant fleet."

Chief replied, his voice very thankful. " You saved us yet again Cortana. Very good. But now we have a very hard decision to make." He turned towards the Covenant Engineer, who was repairing the power couplings at a breakneck speed. He left it alone, as it wasn't really a threat. He beckoned for me to follow, as we moved towards the elevator shaft, and back to the bridge. Everything was finally quiet and still, as we saw Polaski supervising a Covenant Engineer fixing a control panel. The Engineer took a giant piece of a polarizing pink crystal, then inserted it into the wall, as the control panel hummed with an eerie blue hue, causing the floor to reverberate in a low pitched drum.

She wiped her hands in her uniform, before waving us in. Thin smoke still filled the bridge from our nettle a while ago, but the difference was that most of the displays were now active and ready. Nearby, Sergeant Johnson was chatting with Haverson as he tended to the wound on his arm, and Locklear stood guard, his MA5B at the ready. A burst of static issued from the speakers, and the Covenant Engineer snapped in response, before chirping and tapping a control panel. The massive bridge doors hissed shut.

"It locks now," Polaski instructed us. "Ugly here sure does know his stuff." Yet another burst of static, along with a three low-pitched whistles. The Covenant Engineer who'd helped us earlier on chirped a response, before floating toward Chief, trying to float behind him. Chief turned to the left, as the Engineer huffed in annoyance and turned right. This continued on for a couple seconds, as I tried to stop myself from laughing.

"Uh…um…what's it doing?" he asked, as a finally stuck a hand out, to stop the Engineer, who yet again huffed in annoyance and frustration.

"Oh, right, I forgot to mention. I told it to repair your armor's shields, let it." Cortana said. Chief this time sighed then allowed the small alien to pass. The Engineer deftly removed the shield generator, getting to the power source quickly. This was pretty amazing, as normally it took a team of at least three technicians in order to release the myriad of safety catches to get to the radioactive power source.

The Engineer near Locklear bobbed to the bridge's holographic controls and passed a tentacle over a series of raised dots. The screens snapped on, showing three Covenant cruisers closing fast.

Adrenaline spiked through my blood, as both Chief and I called out urgently. "Cortana, take evasive action!"

"Relax, LT, Chief, it's just a replay." Locklear calmed us down. He waved his hand over a control, causing the cruisers to freeze. He examined the plasma bolts as they impacted on our shields. "Jesus effing Christ," he whispered. "With weapons like these, how have they not beaten us yet? Wish our boats had weapons like those."

"Since we have this ship, we might soon have exactly that, Marine," Haverson said. He stood up, then moved to a screen that showed the storms in the upper atmosphere of the planet we'd almost crashed into. "Play this one."

Locklear obeyed, tapping one of the controls. A line of sparkling blue lights appeared on screen, and the nose of our flagship edged into view. The blue line ripped a hole in space, as the ship jumped to Slipspace.

Haverson slicked back his hair, as he scanned the short video again, confused. "Cortana," he asked, "has anyone, human or Covenant, ever performed a Slipspace jump from within an atmosphere."

"No, Lieutenant. Normally due to the strong gravitational fields from our Slipspace drives, it would collapse the Shaw-Fujikawa event horizon. However, with the Covenant's Slipspace matrices, I was able to compensate."

So that's how we got out. Amazing. I hadn't studied Slipspace theory too well, but I knew that what we just did, for humans at least was impossible. Yet another reason to prove our luck.

"Amazing." He whispered.

"More like goddamned lucky," Polaski deadpanned back, tugging on the rim of her cap.

"For now, the fact that it worked its all that it matters." He faced us, trying to ignore the Engineer's ministrations on his armor. "It's time to plan our next move."

"Haverson held up his hands, disagreeing. " The mere fact that Cortana's maneuver worked is the only thing that matters now. I acknowledge that you have tactical command, Chief. I know that your authority has the backing of the naval brass as well as ONI. You'll get no argument form me, but your original mission should be superseded by the technology on this ship. We should scrub your mission and head back to Earth."

"What's this other mission?" Locklear asked, more than a little suspicious.

Chief looked at me, and I shrugged. " I see no reason to keep the info classified. " Chief nodded, perhaps reassured and explained his original mission.

"My team and I-" He hesitated for a second, but I noticed. He was thinking of his fellow Spartans. We'd discussed it on Halo, the fact that we may have been the last two Spartans left. He collected himself quickly, and continued.

"Our mission was to capture a Covenant ship, infiltrate Covenant-controlled space, and capture one of their leaders. Command hoped they could use this to force the Covenant into a cease-fire."

Locklear rolled his eyes. "Typical Navy suicide mission, but if they gave it to you guys, it may be slightly less impossible."

"True, but we have a much better chance now that we have this ship." Chief replied.

Polaski took this opportunity to cut in, as she removed her cap, wringing it in her hands. "You're not suggesting that we're going to continue that op right? We barely survived four days of hell. It was a miracle all of us got away from Reach. Add that to the covenant on Halo, not to mention the Flood!"

"We have a duty to complete our missions." Chief explained. "There's more at stake than our discomfort- even our lives."

"Don't know if you haven't noticed Chief, but we're not Spartans. We're not trained for this kind of mission."

That was definitely true. I wouldn't give up; Chief sure as hell wouldn't give up. But as of now, they were weak, tired and beaten up, and Chief had to acknowledge that perhaps they weren't ready for this mission.

Johnson, at this point, finally stepped forward, offering his help." I got your back, Chief."

Chief nodded, but I also saw the exhaustion in the Sergeant's eyes. There were limits to every soldier. They must have been really high in the case of people like Sergeant Johnson, but there still were limits.

"What's on this ship," Haverson said, "Can save the human race. Let's return to Earth, let the Admiralty decide. No one would question your decision to clarify your orders given the adverse circumstances in which your mission started."

Haversons expression was very neutral, as he tried not to step on any toes.

"Listen to the LT," Locklear said. "We deliver something for the R&D eggheads, and get some shore leave along with it. I'm up for that."

Chief turned to me. "Will, you up for it?"

I took a deep breath, and then replied. "I don't want to say it. But they're right. These orders were given under different circumstances, and all that has changed. You used to have a large team of Spartans to do it, now you only have one that's got your back, no matter how good he is."

"I hate to interrupt," Cortana said." But Will is right. These orders were given when the UNSC had a fleet, and when Reach was still an intact military presence. All that has changed. We have intact ship-scale plasma weapons and new reactor tech. We could actually win this war if we went back and outfitted our remaining ships with the new technology."

"John," I used his first name for the first time, hoping it would provide him with the jolt he needed. "We're only human."

He looked at me, and I could tell he trusted my judgment. A couple of days of two people relying on each other solely to survive would do that to you. He finally turned, sighed and said. "Very well. I relinquish my tactical command."

Haverson smiled. "Good. Very good. Thank you, Chief." He turned to the others and continued, "Sergeant? You, Polaski, and Locklear get back down to the Pelican and grab whatever gear wasn't smashed to bits. Look for a med kit too, then get back up here as quick as you can."

"Yes sir, we're on it." Johnson said, as he and Polaski headed for the door.

"Shit guys, wait up! Man, I'm never going to sleep." Locklear said as he chased after them.

"Sleep when you're dead, Marine." The Sergeant said, as the bridge doors sealed.

Haverson said, "Plot a course to Earth, Cortana-"

I cut in." Haverson. Sir, doing that would be a violation of the Cole protocol. Furthermore, no Covenant craft may be taken to human-controlled space without a search for tracking systems, and that'll take too damn long."

"I have a suggestion, sir," Chief said. "An intermediate destination: Reach."

"Reach?" Haverson was shocked for a second, but he turned it into a quizzical look. "Chief, there's nothing in the Reach system except for dust, echoes and a Covenant armada. "

"No, sir," Chief hesitantly replied. "There are…other possibilities." I knew what he was thinking instantly. His team, he was hoping they were still alive.

"Go ahead Chief. I'm intrigued."

"The first possibility is that the Covenant may have glassed the planet and moved on. In that case there might be a serviceable, but abandoned UNSC craft that we could repair and take to Earth. We'd leave the Flagship in orbit, and return with the proper authorities to effect a salvage operation."

Haverson nodded. " While a long shot, the Euphrates had a prowler attached to her. They were supposed to launch recon mission, but that was before they got the signal to defend Reach. You mentioned other possibilities?"

"One, sir. The Covenant art still there, and the likelihood that they would attack one of their own Capital ships are very low. In both events there is no violation of the Cole Protocol because the Covenant already know the location of Reach."

"True." Haverson paced to the center of the bridge. " Very well, Chief. Cortana, set course for Reach. We hit the edge of the system, and if it's too hot, we jump out, find another way back home."

"Acknowledged, Lieutenant," Cortana replied. "Be advised that this ship can traverse Slipspace much faster than our UNSC counterparts. ETA to Reach in thirteen hours."

I sighed, and turned to chat to Chief. " You all right? Can't be easy to go back to Reach."

He turned and talked to me with the Engineer still operating behind him. " Yeah. You?"

" I'm surviving. I got a guy who's got my back."

I raised my hand, ready to clank it. He raised his in return but a wash of static covered Chief, and it slid off me. I laughed loudly as the Engineer released its grasp on him, cluttering and screeching with excitement.

" Hah, well, least they work." Chief said, relieved to have his shields back.

"Impressive creatures," Haverson remarked, scrutinizing the Covenant Engineer as it floated around. "I wonder how the Covenant caste system factors-"

"Sir!" Johnson's voice blasted over the COM, hurried and urgent, breaking with static. "You've got to get down to the Pelican ASAP. All three of you."

"What's the situation?" I asked.

"No, its one of the Cryotubes you recovered." He replied.

"What's wrong with it Sergeant?" Haverson commanded.

"Uh…there's a Spartan in it."


	17. Reunited
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**Reunited**

Chief brushed off the frost on the outer layer of the Cryo-pod, revealing the green armored figure on the other half of the cryopod. He stood there, looking for any sign that he recognized her, and he found it. He stiffened, and I moved over, concerned.

"Who is it?" I asked.

"Spartan 058. Linda." He replied, a hint of sadness in his voice. "She was wounded in the Fall of Reach, during our OP, I put her in Cryostasis as we went to the _Autumn_. Per standard protocol, Keyes must have jettisoned the pods."

I turned to Johnson, confused. " We got three pods though, what happened to the other two?"

He solemnly replied," There was something wrong with the pods, something like an energy discharge deactivating them. They died cold frosty deaths."

" She was unique, our best sniper-scout, and best lone wolf. To see her like this…" Chief continued.

I placed a hand on Chief's shoulder, offering comfort in any way I could. She was neither dead nor alive. She was in some twilight place in between. The uncertainty must have killed him. Thankfully, her prognosis was good, and with the right help, she would be able to pull through.

There was a gentle knock, and we both turned to see Johnson looking at us. " Chief, Six. You got the air scrubbers? The remote COM? Polaski needs to get these, and she's ready to give up back there with the Covenant dropship. We need to get on board and get to work removing these things."

Chief nodded in reply, as we moved to the aft hatch, removing the air scrubbers and COM form the Pelican.

"You good Chief? Seeing anybody like that isn't great." I asked him.

"I'll be fine. We're Spartans." He replied.

With that, we crawled out of the Pelican, but not before Chief hesitated, looking back at the cryo tube.

"Don't worry. She'll pull through." Johnson said. Chief sealed the hatch without comment. I'd heard this kind of hollow promise many times before. Soldiers would face their own deaths willingly, but when faced with the death of their friend, they lied to their faces. I was victim to this myself, too many times to count. As we continued towards the hangar, I thought of Reach, and then a staggering thought came to mind. Jun. He'd escorted Halsey out of Sword Base, but after that, I had no idea what had happened to him. With luck, he'd still be alive.

Polaski had spent the last couple of hours practicing inside the hangar with the intact Covenant Phantom. She spun the odd shaped craft around, shimmying to the left and the right, before doing a couple barrel rolls.

Johnson squinted his eyes at her performance, before he nodded approvingly. "Shit, she's not bad. She says she's also figured out the weapon controls, too. No way to test them in here, obviously."

"Understood," Chief curtly replied, also impressed. " And the rest of the team?"

"I've got the doors from here to the bridge and to the engine room welded shut," Johnson informed him. "If those sensor contacts that Cortana randomly picks up throughout the ship are anything, they'll have to make a helluva a noise before they can get to us. Locklear's grabbing some sack time. He needed it. He'll be fine. Haverson's studying the covenant database, and everyone else seems to be fine."

We got to the bridge, checking it out. Everything seemed fine.

"Terrific." I said, "Cortana, status on our journey to reach?"

"ETA to Reach in twenty minutes." She said, before adding a small joke, " We are a couple hours ahead of schedule as well, thanks to the confusion of slip-space."

Chief opened a COM channel to everyone. "Look's like we're ahead of schedule. Reach ETA is in around twenty minutes. Grab your gear, meet me up on the bridge."

He was met with a chorus of "Ayes."

I looked at him, and shrugged," Hi. Already here." causing a short laugh to rumble out of his helmet.

On the Camera's within the bridge, the hatch of the Covenant dropship opened, Polaski jogging slowly out of it. Meeting Haverson and Locklear at the helm, before the proceeded quickly to the bridge.

Chief opened a private COM channel to Cortana and I. "Anything else to note?"

"I have the Covenant magnetic plasma-shaping system figured out. We'll have some sort of an offensive capacity when we get to Reach if we need it, which hopefully we don't."

"The rest of the ship?" This time he announced it to everyone.

"Fully operational." Cortana said.

"Great. There are still transient contacts all over the ship. We're going to have to deal with them sooner or later. Hopefully before they deal with us." Lieutenant Haverson spoke to us.

"Agreed." Chief said.

Polaski approached Haverson, saluting, and she gave her report on her efforts to master the Covenant Dropships controls. Locklear edged closer to us. " Guys. What do you think?" He casted a furtive glance at Polaski, her dirty blond hair waving around as she walked with Haverson to show the controls of the Phantom. "I mean, about her. Sure, there's that Marine-Navy thing to get over, but I can get past that. Is there a chance?"

" You have as much of a chance as the Lieutenant and Master Chief here. The odds of walking to Reach right now, in your skivvies. No offense."

"None taken." I chuckled. Chief simply shook his head.

"How about you give me a drop capsule and I'd take those odds, Sarge." A smile split Locklear's tanned face. Grinning, he turned to us. "You guys must be jealous. That's cool, I get it all the time." He muttered, absentmindedly running his finger through his hair and around his face.

He was annoying, but his spirits had definitely improved. Despite his edges, I saw him in combat. He didn't panic, and he surely had the skill and luck to survive the madness that was Halo.

"Gentlemen and Lady, We're exiting Slipspace in 3…2…1." Cortana announced.

The bridge lights dimmed, as the bright light of the sun shone through the viewports. Stars winked into existence, and the Epsilon Eridani blazed a bright warm yellow orb.

" We are seven hundred thousand kilometers from the system center," Cortana informed us. "I wanted to jump in close enough to see what's going on in the low atmosphere of the planet. However, I had to be far enough away so we could have time to recharge and reenter Slipspace if there's any trouble. Picking up lots of Covenant signals, check your twelve o'clock."

Haverson magnified the screen image.

"My God." He whispered.

A planet appeared on the screen. What I could see was a world smoldering form pole to equator. Fires raged over its surface, and a hurricane of black spiraled through the atmosphere. I felt like someone had punched me in the gut. I couldn't breathe. Jorge, Jun, Kat, Carter. They were all down there, dead. There was Jun. Where was he? Had he at least died fighting? Or was he burned from an orbiting Covenant ship, helpless.

"That's Reach? Locklear murmured. " Poor bastards." He looked downwards, crushing his cap in his hand.

The other display showed Covie warships orbiting the planet, as well as dozens of smaller craft orbiting what seems to be a large structure. It looked like a central docking station. I looked across the planet, and all of it was charred and black, except for one bit.

"Wait, what's that." I magnified the image, as it resolved into beautiful patches of green, brown and white- different from the angry black and livid orange spots that dominated the view of the rest of the planet.

"They missed a spot." Sergeant Johnson said.

" They don't miss. We've seen them do it so many times. This can't be an accident." Chief turned to Lieutenant Haverson. " We should get closer and see what this is, sir."

" I've also read reports on Covenant glassings. This does warrant a closer look…provided we could get away with it. On the ground, we may be able to find out what happened to our men on the ground." Haverson replied softly, pacing around.

He pulled the magnification back, focusing the display around the bloom of green. Several dozen Covenant ships circulated the area, like hungry sharks around a school of fish.

"Why are they so interested in this spot? If the Covenant are so interested in this region, then we should be as well. For as long as our cover can hold, we should be able to find out just what it is that is so enticing. Cortana, take us in a little closer."

"Affirmative." Cortana's cool voice replied, as the Covenant flagship whirred to life, smoothly accelerating in system. Instantly, our displays pinged on with communiqués containing unreadable languages splaying around. "They're hailing us, preparing the proper counter-response."

I quickly estimated the ships on the display. There were hundreds, most dropship, but there were at least a dozen cruisers, and finally the gargantuan, titanic carriers that carried huge numbers of Seraph fighters. There was more than enough firepower to turn out ship into molten slag. Many of the smaller ships were tugging debris from the battle into one spot over Reach., now a floating junkyard of UNSC and Covenant ships. Noble was down there. Chief's team was down there. Billions of people were down there, dead in a flash. I hoped someday, the Covenant bastards would pay for what they'd done to the human race.

" You see this?" I pointed to the floating debris, as Chief noticed this as well, staring at it.

" Looks like they're planning to stay here for a while." He simply said.

"They suspect nothing, my response worked. The Covenant fleet is curious why a Covenant flagship is here, but not suspicious enough to question our authority. We're apparently big shots. From a string of honorifics attached to their responses, there's supposed to be someone of an extremely high rank commanding this ship, someone with the name of 'Thel Vadamee', otherwise known as the 'Guardian of the Luminous Key.'"

"What kind of damn name is that?" Sergeant Johnson muttered.

"Any idea what they're doing down there, Cortana?" I asked.

" Nothing so far." She replied. " Their language has multiple meanings, and when paired together mean completely different meanings, something like mandarin of the late 20th century. I can gather however right now, that there is something they consider holy down there. There are ten times as many religious allusions as normally in their typical communiqués. I also- wait… picking up a new signal. It's the UNSC E-band."

Haverson hopped to his feet. " Play it."

A message chimed through the speakers, a singsong tone that sounded like the old nursery rhyme olly olly oxen free. It repeated, and Chief stiffened.

" Everyone, gear up and get ready. We're going down there. There are Spartans down there. And they're alive." Chief commanded everyone, and I could detect hope in his voice. As everyone got ready, I turned to him, as we were all armed up already, being in our armor.

"Care to explain how those six notes managed to tell you so much?"

" Long story involving our childhood training. We protected each other to the core, and would only believe it was all clear when someone sang that tone. Only three, other than the Spartan-II's know what that means. One of them is you. "

"I feel so included now." I deadpanned. Causing a chuckle to bleat out of his faceplate.

"Allright, let's get to the dropship." Chief finally commanded the rest, after a short period of waiting.

**XXxXxXxXxX**

Standing on the deck of the Covenant dropship, I huffed in annoyance at the crappy seats. The crash seats were designed for Elites and Jackals, and their contours did not fit our human backbone. That, and I was fine standing.

Polaski expertly drifted through the upper atmosphere of Reach, descending like a spider on a huge thread of silk. We passed close to several hundred other ships-Seraphs, Phantoms, and different kinds of craft I'd never seen before. The giant cruisers dominated the skies, like giant whales in a sea of fishes. They slowly accelerated towards us, causing my heart to stop.

Chief moved up to the cockpit where Polaski and Haverson sat in the seats they'd removed from the Pelican, welding it in place of the Covenant contoured seat.

"They're pinging us," Polaski whispered.

"Nice and easy, Officer, just use the translator and response Cortana gave us." Haverson whispered a reply.

"Allright, they're wondering why the flagship dropped a Phantom down." I studied the Covenant scripts, watching as they decrypted into English.

"Send that response." I pointed to hone of the icons.

A quick tap, and it was done. The Cruisers backed off. Sergeant Johnson and Locklear stood two meters behind the Chief, both of them incredibly nervous. Johnson chomped at his cigar, scowling at the incoming warships. Locklear's trigger finger twitched, beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

"Shit…shit…Man, I'd rather be in a HEV pod on fire and out of control rather than up here. We're sitting ducks in here. "

"Quiet." Haverson sternly hissed at Locklear. "Let the lady work."

Polaski kept one eye on the communications screen, the other faced on the external display as we slowly came closer to ground zero.

Locklear inhaled deep, and the Chief noticed that he didn't exhale. He set his hand on the marine's shoulder, pulling him aside. "Relax, Marine," he calmly said. "That's an order this time."

Locklear exhaled, running a hand through his hair. "Right…Right, okay." With an effort, he calmed down.

I tried not to think of this as Reach anymore, all I could see was the smoky blackness, with one dot of green. Polaski dropped into a canyon, righting the dropship, and racing through sculpted rock walls.

"We're close to the E-band signal." Chief said. "I'll need to send the countersignal."

"Channel open, Chief. Go ahead." Haverson said, reaching for the backpack COM system they'd removed from the Longsword. He fine-tuned it to the frequency of the strange signal they were homing in on. The six-tone message played again.

Chief linked his COM, encrypting his channel so only those people he sent his signal to would hear. "Oly oly oxen free, "He spoke loud and clear into the microphone. "All out in the free. We're all free."

The beeping stopped.

"Signal's gone." Haverson said, surprised. He snapped his head around, staring at us. "I have no idea what you just said, but they heard you."

"Good. Find someplace safe to land, they'll find us." Chief replied.

Polaski banked the ship towards the bottom of a cliff. She spun it around, backing it into the dark shadow, before setting it down.

"Open the hatch, Will, me and you will go out there and make sure it's safe."

I nodded, as we both marched down the ramp. At the bottom of the ramp, we both stopped, as our motion trackers pinged off a signal behind a rock. The FOF tagged the contact as neither Covenant nor UNSC.

I drew my DMR, poking it around… then it was gently put down to the ground, as another Spartan stepped out from the cover of the rock. While the armor was covered in burns, it wasn't as battered as Chiefs. He walked to Chief, swiping a smile sign at his faceplate, and Chief returned it.

I decided to butt in here. "So. You going to introduce your new friend?"


	18. The Texan

The Texan

The Spartan's armor was burnt and bruised, almost beyond all recognition. His left shoulder pauldron ripped off, revealing the matte black suit that lay beneath it. He was caked in blood, both red and blue. His helmet had cracks lining along the top of the visor, and he had a very noticeable limp when he walked to Chief. His original green colored armor now looked maroon, with a blue tint on it. Must have been a custom paint job like my armor. Either way, I felt a surge of relief. We weren't the last ones. Our family, our brothers and sisters, in my case cousins hadn't all been killed.

" Will, meet Anton-044, our best scout." Chief happily said to me, the first time I'd heard him say something without his stoic voice, instead with a joyful one. I hope I would hear that more from him.

" Nice to see we aint the only ones left. Y'know, there's another S-II named Will. " His deep voice surprised me, as we shook hands. He swiped two fingers across my faceplate, and I returned the gesture.

" How many are left?" Chief asked him.

" Three, Master Chief, and one other make up our team. There are more. Apologies for the disabled FOF tag, but there are lots of Covenant contacts in the area, and hopefully this'll confuse them." He looked to his left and right warily. "I'd rather not give a full report out here in the open. Let's get somewhere safe." Anton motioned toward the looming shadows of the cliff face.

We both flashed our acknowledgment light, and we moved into relative safety, jogging out of the center of the ravine, keeping our eyes on the rim of the canyon overhead for any snipers. One of those bolts took Kat out, and I wasn't going to let that happen to me. As we continued along the ravine, I had a question for him, but I kept that to myself. If the Covenant had control of Reach, and they glassed so much of it, what was so special about this place? I was definitely confused, but I had a feeling I'd get the answers soon enough.

"Both of you okay?" Haverson's voice broke in from the COM, crackling, and worried.

"Affirmative, sir. Contact made with a Spartan. Stand by." Chief answered.

Anton halted, his fist in the air as we both looked around for contacts. In front of us was a pitch-black cavern entrance. Nearly impossible to see inside, I flicked on my night vision, and even then all I could pick out was a small tunnel in the shadows of the cave- and in the tunnel were two machine gun turrets, crewed by two more Spartans.

Anton continued, as we met the two. They 'smiled' at each other, and Chief introduced them as Grace-093, an excellent heavy weapons expert like Jorge, and Li-008, an exceptional sniper. We exchanged quick pleasantries, and Grace followed us into the cavern, while Li stayed behind to guard us.

Through the cavern, a giant titanium-A door blocked the way. Which promptly hissed open, revealing the harsh fluorescent lights that illuminated the interior within. The walls had a very grooved texture, like a bulldozer had come in, digging out the walls in order to make this room. A navy man sat at a foldout card table in the center of the cavern, shuffling his cards before flipping them in a flourish.

Chief and I stiffened, and saluted. "Admiral, sir!"

The legendary Vice Admiral Danforth Whitcomb, despite his name and Texan drawl, claimed to have descended from the blistering winters of Russia. With the physique of a giant bear, I wasn't surprised why people believed him. With a bald, shaved head, and eyes so dark they could have been made of coal, along with a mustache that drooped over his upper lip and dangled off the edge of his chin, he looked every bit like an admiral from the olden times, perhaps from the 21th century. Known to be one of the last great Admirals left, he was known for his rather…unorthodox tactics. They worked, in battles from the outer to the inner colonies, he was known for saving entire planets from destruction. However, this was at the cost of many ships he commanded, ramming his own ship into Covenant Cruisers in order to break down their shields. Promoted and demoted many times, he was famous as a man who would go to any lengths to save the men under his command, nearly getting court-martialed for breaking formation in a battle group to save a single ONI prowler behind enemy lines. Either way, it was interesting to see him here, not escaping to the safety of Earth. I'd never personally worked with him before, but his accomplishments during the battles for New Constantinople, as well as the Siege of the Atlas Moons were known throughout the galaxy. We'd all studied his record. Lieutenant Ambrose had explained to us that sometimes, normal tactics would not work, and sometimes, it took a splash of creativity to win wars. This man was living proof.

"Master Chief." The Admiral snapped off a crisp salute. "And a new Spartan. At ease you too. Damn good to see both of you." He strode to us, shaking both our hands, pressing bare flesh into a gauntlet that could easily pulverize their bones. "Welcome to our slice of paradise. Camp Independence. Accommodations aint exactly four star… but it's what we've been calling home for a while now."

"Thank you sir." Chief and I replied, before staring at each other. We'd said the exact same thing. He extended a hand to me, in mock allowance. I laughed, and Whitcomb chuckled to himself.

I opened a COM channel to Lieutenant Haverson. "Move up Haverson. All clear. "

"Roger," Haverson said. " The rest of us are on our way."

" Happy so see you, Chief," Whitcomb said." So don't take this the wrong way, but what the hell are you doing here? Keyes had orders to take you on a mission deep into Covenant territory. Also, your friend-"

"Name's Will." I interjected.

" Okay, Will. How did you get here? How did you end up with Chief?"

"It's a long story." Chief answered.

The Admiral twisted his mustache, and glanced at his wristwatch, smiling. " We don't have nothing but time right now, son. Let's hear it."

"You first Will."

I began, starting with my deployment to Reach with NOBLE team, and then continuing on to our fight all over Reach. From the full-scale war on Eztergom, to ONI sword base, to the evacuations over New Alexandria, I recounted them all. All of them brought terrible memories. Finally when I ended with Keyes saving my life, Admiral Whitcomb's mouth curved into a thin smile.

" Always a good man that Keyes." He smiled, before telling me to continue.

John sat there as well, listening silently. After I finished, he sat on a rock, recounting to the Admiral our adventures on Halo. The discovery, the fighting, and the encounters with the Flood, before he finally ended with our capture of the Covenant flagship. I would cut in at certain points to add to the story.

During this, Lieutenant Haverson and the others from the dropship arrived as well, remaining silent as Chief told the tale. Whitcomb listened without speaking a work. As the Chief finished, the man gave a low whistle, contemplating all the information that he had just received.

"That's one hell of a tale you two. If it had come from anyone but you, I'd order a psych exam." He paced around, before he stopped and frowned. "I believe it all. Still, crazy what happened to you two."

Haverson meekly cut in. "Pardon me for asking sir, but why are you here? Brass evacuated to Earth the moment the Covenant hit. How is it you are alive? Here of all places?"

The Admiral smiled. "Well, that's also another long story, Lieutenant. Let me give you the short version." He leaned against the cavern wall, and crossed his arms over his chest, remembering with pride what he did.

" The second those Covie bastards decided to enter this system, I knew right there and then that Reach would be history. The Covenant doesn't do anything halfway. I knew the brass, and everyone planetside would be busy evacuating. It was the right thing to do, but I had to stay behind." Several emotions flashed across the Admiral's face: concern, amusement… and his features finally settled into a firm, glassy stare as he looked through us, and into the past, recalling the events of his actions in the fall of Reach.

" We'd been working on a new bomb, code name SCORCH. The bomb was called the Nova. This was a damn beauty. It was a cluster of nukes, each with a lithium triteride casing. In theory, these babies, when they detonate, they not only make a huge bang- but they also force their cases together in a big superheated center." He made a fist, slamming it into his palm for emphasis. "Ka-boom. Boosts the yield a hundredfold. Planet killers. We planned to use these things in space battles to level the playing field, and damn it would level the playing field."

His grin faded now, replaced by a frown as he stroked his mustache. "Well, things didn't exactly turn out quite as planned, and we got caught flat-footed with these bombs stuck on the ground. So, I decided to change their purpose."

Haverson's face wrinkled with confusion. He didn't dare interrupt, but Whitcomb saw his expression, smiled and said. "Think, son. All those giant bombs, all that ordnance with plenty of Covenant targets to blow up."

"Sorry sir, I still don't understand." Haverson shook his head.

"You must be an Intelligence officer, aren't you?" Whitcomb snorted, before turning to us. "What would you have done?"

"Arm them, sir." I replied. " Activate the fail safe tampering detonators, and start a countdown, for let's say, two weeks."

"Two weeks? You'd be giving them too much time to tinker. I gave it ten days." The Admiral nodded.

He set his hands on Haverson's shoulder. "There are two possible outcomes to this plan. One, is where the Covenant sees this giant bomb, and takes it home for study. I pray that happens. A bomb like that would crack their planet in half. Or, they stay here, stopping the Covenant on Reach. A win-win situation right there."

"I see, sir," Haverson replied in a whisper, then glanced at his watch. "This was how many days ago?"

Whitcomb chuckled. "We got plenty of time. Around twenty hours before detonation."

A collective swallow was heard throughout the room.

"There is however, a snag in the plan." Admiral removed his hand, and his gaze flickered around the room before settling on the mud dirt floor of the cavern. "I had a good team of Marines-Charlie Company-that got wiped out before we got to those Nova's." He sighed to himself. "We lost a lot of good men. Brave kids. That's when I picked up Red Team. They lent me a few of your Spartans. We got the Novas, armed em all, and raising all kinds of hell with the covenant down here with hit and run exercises. Don't want to be bored down here do we?"

" And the rest of Red Team, sir?" Chief asked, hopeful.

Whitcomb shook his head. " We got one last transmission. They were falling back to Menachite Mountain. CASTLE base."

My heart skipped a beat. My supposed last stand there, with all those fallen Spartans. I'd gotten a new helmet on the ship, an ODST helmet. But my old, cracked and burnt one could still be there. I banished the thought from my mind, as the Admiral unrolled an old map, pointing at the mountain.

" The Covenant are tearing that mountain apart, piece by piece. I want to believe that they're still there. The thing is that there are a dozen Covenant companies milling around, with air support, orbital patrols, and tanks. The place is a fortress. Could anyone survive that hellhole?"

Chief scrutinized the lines on the map, and he found an answer. "They're most likely underground in the CASTLE facility. When we underwent training, most of it was there. The Covenant can only fill up those tunnels with so many search parties. It's a huge maze of tunnels in there."

"You think they all have a chance of surviving?"

"They're Spartans sir. More than a chance. I'd guarantee they're in there, as that's where I'd go.

Whitcomb set his fingertip on the map, tapping it as he thought to himself. Knowing him, we were probably going to get the Spartans. I was confirmed as he suddenly looked up to us, his face all business.

"You got into this canyon, how? It had to be a captured Covenant ship. A dropship?"

"Yes, sir." Chief hadn't told him that, and neither had I. Despite his interesting manner, and drawl, he knew his business.

"Then let's go get them."

"Sir!" Lieutenant Haverson protested, amidst the disappointed sigh from Whitcomb. " With all due respect, we need to get to Earth, it's our top priority. We've gathered so much information since Halo. The technology on the flagship, Even Cortana's Slipspace calculations alone could turn the tide of this war for us. We need to get to Earth."

"I understand, son." Admiral replied tersely. "And you're more than one hundred percent correct, Lieutenant. But. I won't leave a single man or woman behind for the Covenant to tear apart. No way. That goes double for a Spartan. We're going in."

**XXxXxXxXxX**

Polaski accelerated the captured Phantom to the fastest she could, just under Mach 1. The saucer-like craft arced up, joining a huge convoy of Covenant ships, ranging from Spirit troop transports and scavenger drones, to the bulbous Seraph fighters. We descended slowly to the surface, heading straight to Menachite Mountain. The nine of us stood at attention in the Phantom, warily looking around the view screens for any sign of trouble. Covenant communiqués scrolled across a screen next to the pilot's seat, waiting for a response.

"Incoming transmission from the convoy… I guess they don't exactly like strays," Polaski muttered calmly, looking at the strange Covenant calligraphy. Looking like a mix between Sanskrit, Japanese Kanji, and abstract art, I looked to Chief, who also shrugged.

Grace looked at the screens intently, and then tapped a couple of buttons on the screen. Instantly the communiqués stopped. I looked to her, very impressed, and she simply replied, "You get bored. You study." We continued along without any further harassment, but the Admiral gripped the back of the seat tightly.

"They're not shooting. We're fine. Just fly, Warrant Officer." He turned to Chief and I. "Get the men ready, boys."

We both nodded, moving aft to the rest of the squad. Li, Anton, Haverson, Locklear, and finally Sergeant Johnson stood over a wide array of weapons laid out on the deck. Anton ticked off the inventory, smiling as he did so:" We got M90 shotguns, a fuel rod gun, MA5's, BR5's, a nice M41 rocket launcher, plasma, and M6 along with a couple of M7 pistols, along with every type of grenade-take your pick. Dibs on the shotgun."

I looked around, and then grabbed another pistol to go with my current M7S. Fitting a suppressor to it, I would now be able to have two silenced pistols. Perfect. I grabbed some ammunition for my Battle Rifle, along with an Assault Rifle. Right now I'd be able to take all ranges on. Close range would be pistol, mid would be with my Assault Rifle, finally long range skirmishes would be with my Battle Rifle. Chief picked up five clips for his MA5B, a couple more grenades, and a Shotgun for close quarters.

He caught me looking at him, and replied, "Nothing fancy."

Locklear lifted the fuel rod gun, and almost fell back to the ground again from the effort. Grace looked at him, relieving him of the painfully heavy weapon, and shouldering it with ease. Locklear huffed in annoyance, and slight jealousy.

"Make sure you get a handgun," I instructed Locklear. " We'll be in pretty close quarters underground. Don't want you to use a damn scope in there, it'll be impossible to aim."

Locklear laughed, " You got it LT."

"We're close!" the Admiral called out from near the pilot seat.

I moved up to the cockpit too watch. The long line of Phantoms and Drones maneuvered towards a pile of giant stones, most likely carved from the mountain. A humongous hole sat where the Majestic Menachite Mountain had once risen. What used to be covered with forests and glaciers was now only a strip mine, with a single shaft drilled down its center. A giant Covenant Cruiser hovered over the shaft, and the fuchsia glow of a gravity lift knifed into the hole.

"There. That hole. That's our LZ," Whitcomb announced to us. "Polaski, I'm gonna need you to drive this crate straight down-but ease up a tad on the engines. The gravity lift should be able to do the work for us. It'll definitely take us all the way down to whatever, or whoever, is at the bottom."

"Uh...Sir, I'm not sure we'll fit."

The Admiral squinted at the hold. "We'll fit," he said. "I have confidence in you. Let's go. I don't think anyone topside is going to think us going down there is a very good idea."

"Yes, sir!" Her eyes locked onto the hole, concentrating intently. "No problem, sir."

Whitcomb's lack of fear was ridiculous. I trusted his judgment, and his insight had been proven correct each time, but now I was getting a small inkling how the higher up the chain of command you received your orders, the more likely those particular orders would demand the freaking near impossible. I looked at Chief, most likely thinking the same thing, and we both nodded

"Hang on," Chief called back to the team, as Polaski nosed the Covenant slowly over, before plummeting into the dark purple grav beam. The instant they entered the field, the ship was thrown downwards incredibly fast. Cut off from the sunlight above, the ship went dark for a mere second before it shone in a turquoise hue, from the interior lights of the Phantom.

We nearly scraped the edges as Polaski whispered," We've got nearly no room to maneuver in here." Polaski Whispered.

Haverson looked over to Admiral Whitcomb in confusion. "Sir, I see how we can get in- assuming this hole leads somewhere, but it's the other part of this plan that I find unclear. What's our exit strategy sir?"

The Admiral turned with a steely gaze, pinning Haverson to the wall. "It's all figured out son. You just shoot when I tell you to shot, and keep it all corked up. Got it?"

Haverson clenched his jaw, looking unsatisfied, but that would be all he was going to get.

"Yes, sir."

Polaski fixed her blue eyes intently on the walls of the tunnel rushing towards her craft. "Short-range sensors have a contact!" She called out. "Looks like it's at the bottom of the shaft, ETA sixty seconds at our current speed."

The Admiral leaned closer to me, and whispered; "We're going to get hit heavily but whoever's down at the bottom of the shaft. You need to make sure that our team is able to hit the bastards back three times harder. Anton's the best scout we have right? Get him on point, and see if he can't locate the rest of the Spartans. I'm going to guess they'd have gone to ground. Before I had a chance to reply however, he moved aft, grabbing a Battle Rifle and two HE pistols, before clipping plasma and frag grenades to his belt. Man of action indeed.

"Thirty seconds," Polaski, said. She cut the engines, and the dropship slowly coasted on the grav beam. "There's something down there. Can't be sunlight. Can it?"

The dropship emerged into titanic room-three kilometers across, circular, with a dozen galleries forming circumference around the space. Overhead, a holographic sun and a dozen moons wheeled along its domed ceiling. Except for the hole drilled into the mountain by the Covenant, the holographic projection was perfect.

I scrutinized the room, and my eyes traced onto a gathering of Covenant forces on the floor, near one edge of the gargantuan room. "There, look at that." I said, pointing at them. "I can make out a couple hundred of them: a few Elites, Jackals, mostly grunts. Looks like they're just clearing a large cave-in, not ready for resistance yet. Great."

"Polaski, land us half a kilometer from 'em and then dust off. We need you back in that hole ASAP. We can't leave our back door wide open." Chief commanded.

"Aye, sir." Polaski replied.

Admiral Whitcomb addressed Li. "You're our rear guard, son. Stay here and guard the ship with Polaski. Sorry."

Chief and I started forward, both saying at the same time. "Sir-"

I continued, when Chief stopped. "With all due respect, let Li come with us, you command through the ship.

Whitcomb sighed, then replied," Allright, trying to get the old man out of fighting eh?" I detected a hint of bitterness in the Admiral's voice, for drawing what he probably believed was soft duty. That kind of thought was reckless, but I wasn't surprised. Sometimes, we needed recklessness to win.

The Phantom eased lower, until it was about a meter above the blue tiled floor of the room: the side hatches popped on, and we all Jumped out. The dropship immediately rose into the hold in the ceiling, far enough in to be shielded from any ground fire.

"Move, everyone," Admiral Whitcomb's twangy voice crackled through our COM's. "Two people, fire long- range weapons. Everyone else haul ass. Take them out, stay careful."

Whitcomb's plan was sound. He wasn't risking the dropship, our only means of mistake, and also saved us the element of surprise, as the Covenant would never be able to anticipate an assault on the heart of their operation. Unfortunately enough, time would not be on our side.

Grace paused suddenly, before she hefted the fuel rod gun to a 45 degree angle, launching a huge glowing sphere of energy, arcing a half-kilometer distance, before impacting and exploding in a green flash, causing Grunts and Jackals to fly through the air. I whistled in appreciation of her skill with the cannon.

Locklear followed up, firing two Jackhammer rockets, before dropping the used launcher. The rockets connected with a cluster of Elites, running the show until they were turned into charred bits. The twin explosion obscured the Covenant end of the room with billowing clouds of dust, fire, and smoke. When it cleared, the Covenant were all dead.

Chief motioned for us to spread out, and move forward at a slow jog.

Up ahead, in a cavern full of dust clouds, there were silhouetted Grunts and Jackals screaming and shooting in the air.

" Who hit them? Definitely wasn't us." I questioned over the COM, confused.

"Never mind that. Let's keep moving," Chief mentioned as he walked past me. "Let's move while they don't know what had hit them." Anton paused, kneeling next to a set of tracts dug into the tiled floor. "These tracks… Kelly's been this way," He reported to the rest of the team over our frequency.

Chief immediately clicked on Red Team's COM frequency. "Kelly? Fred? Josh? Anybody on Red Team, acknowledge this signal." I looked at Chief, and he shook his head. Nothing but static.

A hundred meters from the stunned Covenant, a stray plasma bolt fired, slapping me in my faceplate. I shook my head from the blow, as my shields held. Chief sent a spray of automatic fire across the area, hoping to force the enemy to keep their heads down. I lobbed a plasma grenade, and was rewarded with three Jackals who flew over small rock outcropping. Grace muscled the giant gun again, firing a burst of radioactive energy overhead, detonating harmlessly along the far wall.

A dozen Jackals had braced themselves along the wall and overlapped their shields to create a phalanx. Behind them, five Elites readied Carbines, and Needle Rifles.

"Move!" I shouted, diving to one side. Plasma bolts sizzled past our heads, as the plasma barrage turned several tiles around me into craters of blackened glass.

"Grenades-Up and over those shields, Spartans!" Admiral Whitcomb bellowed at us through the COM.

Anton, Li and Master Chief primed plasma grenades, hurling them at the far wall, causing them to detonate behind their shields. The enemy formation blew apart, as Grace blew apart the broken formation until the fuel rod counter's dosage was at max value.

"Damn things too hot to handle!" She called out.

"Back off! Those things have a fail-safe." I ordered. Instead of backing away, she threw the fuel rod gun at a bunch of Grunts fleeing the excavation. Unarmed and fleeing, the fallen gun sparked, sputtered, and then blew with the force of a frag grenade. Bits of molten plasma covered them, burning and killing them all.

Johnson jogged up with Locklear as they both opened fire on the final group of the Covenant, but they didn't get there. A pile of shattered stone clattered apart, as a pair of Elites with holes in their chests staggered forward. Blood and bone exploded outward from their bodies, as they died. A blocked passage was pushed open; as Three Spartans emerged from their cove, assault rifles smoking from their recent discharge.

John ran forward to meet them.

Fred lowered his weapon. "Anton…Li…Grace…John?" He said disbelievingly. Chief opened a COM channel to them." It's me. I wish I could explain everything, and I will. Let's get the hell out of here first." Kelly gave up on formalities, simply walking to John and hugging him. I'd have bristled at the lack of formalities, but at the sight of a friend back from the dead, hugging would be on the list of things I'd do.

In full force, the rest of us caught up to him, as we looked at each other, to scan the large empty room around us.

"Is this everyone?" Admiral Whitcomb asked.

"No, sir," Fred replied. "There are two more." He turned and extended his hand back into the partially collapsed tunnel.

A woman in a white lab coat emerged from the tunnel, her face lined with wrinkles, and her eyes came with the knowledge of too much. The woman, who'd package two Spartans had died trying to protect, and one Spartan protected her was missing. Dr. Halsey. I was about to ask what happened, when behind her, a Spartan of brown armor, with ammo on his right shoulder, and a sniper rifle in his hands walked out. He looked at me, taking off his helmet, revealing a tattoo of a fistful of arrows along with a grin on his face.

"Noble Six… so you're alive."

"Nice to see you too Jun."

(A/N: Jun's actually supposed to survive, even though they never actually mention how. He's one of the people who help proposition Palmer to join the Spartan IV program. Anyways Jun will not stay with Chief and Six for very long, as I'm hoping to keep this story firmly focused on the two of them for most of it. Thanks for reading!)
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`Gambit

"How did you… where did you…?" I began to sputter, running out of words. Dr. Halsey brushed dust from the hem of her skirt and lab coat with a slender hand.

"My thanks for the rescue. It was far timelier than you could imagine." She thankfully said. "Is it you I have to thank for this daring operation, John?" Chief had no words to answer. I noticed a strange crystal clutched in her hand. It had many layers, emitting a brilliant blue light the color of a sapphire. Also, it floated, not touching her hand at all. Whatever it was, it most likely was the reason that the Covenant was trying to hard to get through here.

"Six, how the hell did you get here? Weren't you supposed to-" Johnson set his hand on Jun's arm as he nodded towards the far wall, looking at…something. My voice, ready to reply died in my throat. My motion tracker flickered, but nothing showed, because they were all standing dead still, and motionless. Looking like a haze in the air rippling in the dust, it caused a mirage-like image. An army. On twelve levels that went around the room stood Grunts, Jackals, Elites that were roaring in anticipation, and finally several pairs of Hunters with fuel rod cannons glowing putrid green as they waited. The whine. Thousands of plasma weapons charging filled the air like a swarm of bees.

I was unable to count them all. There were at least thousands, on each level. No need to aim. All they needed to do was fill the space with needle shards with boiling energy. We'd be vaporized before we take even a step. A Hunter roared with rage, leveling their fuel rod cannons before firing their weapons at us. A split second later, the rest opened fire.

Kelly stepped in front of Dr. Halsey in order to protect her, but I realized that Kelly could not take the full brunt of a fuel rod cannon, so I yelled to the rest to the team, just before the fuel rod hits. We were amazingly fast, and we all stood in front of all the ones with no armor, blocking it as the blinding plasma charges struck our shields, splashing our chests and causing it to slowly drain.

My shields blew apart, and I took a step back in pain. Thankfully, it only lasted a second before the heat was gone. Everyone was still standing, but covered in more black marks than usual.

"Safety in numbers eh?" I deadpanned. Almost the end, and I still had to be a joker. A thousand shots rang out, and we braced for the inevitable pierce, then gone. Plasma bolts crisscrossed the galleries, but it wasn't aimed at us. Every shot was directed at the two Hunters that fired at our team.

They tried to lift their shields in order to block the powerful barrage. Normally, the shields would be able to block huge amounts of fire… but all this? They had no chance as they vaporized, leaving only a black mark on the floor as the Covenant soldiers burned. Debris rained down to the floor, as the section of gallery was blasted into dust. They weren't the only ones who were killed, as dozens of Grunts and Jackals who were unfortunate enough to be standing too near the pair were gone.

"How are we not dead by now?" Jun muttered, but nobody answered as our hearts pounded in our chests. Nobody moved, not the humans or the Covenant hosts in the great room acted.

From the uppermost gallery, a Elite in golden armor raised its energy sword high into the air, shouting in the air. Translation whispered half a second after. " Take them! No weapons, the next one to fire at the holy light will wish they were dead. They will feel the prophets wrath! Go!"

We instantly moved to protect Dr. Halsey, as teams of Elites slithered down ropes, glowing a ghost-like blue. Rappelling to the floor, a hundred Grunts squealed with excitement and danced around from one foot to the other. I raised my BR, firing bursts as them as they fell, spattering purple blood across the tiled floor. Fred, Anton, Grace and Chief followed suit.

" We're coming down here ASAP, just hold on!" Admiral Whitcomb shouted into our COM.

Lobbing several grenades into the air, I forced them to separate, taking alternate routes in order to flank us.

"Welcome our guests!" Haverson barked.

" Perimeter fire," Chief ordered. " They're dispersing, make sure they don't flank us. Keep it tight." We stepped into a semicircle, rifles pointed outward. All except for Jun, who hopped on top of the cave before hefting his sniper rifle. Three cracks echoed, and three Elites charging fell down, holes in their necks.

I slapped a fresh clip into my rifle, and continued firing at the Elites who charged into battle out of honor. They were going to have to die for it. A second line of Jackals angled their energy shields over their heads to prevent any grenades from being tossed into their midst, creating a phalanx formation not unlike the Spartans in Thermopylae.

Polaski eased the Phantom in from a hole in the ceiling, firing her artillery at the Covenant who did not expect a Phantom to kill them. The dropship eased to a stop a meter above us as the side hatches hissed open. I hopped in first, helping Johnson, Locklear and Haverson into the hatch, the rest of the Spartans hopped in, and Jun was the last to board, taking a couple hits in the back from an Elite. Just as our feet touched the ramp and we grabbed onto some handholds, Polaski accelerated off the floor.

I took a look at the ground as we accelerated quickly away. There were thousands of them on the floor like a swarm of angry ants. The hatch sealed as I moved forward towards the cockpit, passing the rest of the Spartans who gave me thumbs up. I met Chief and Whitcomb at the cockpit. Both were staring at the crystal. It floating, sharp and slender as it pointed at the surface.

Polaski was hunched over, pushing the Covenant into a very erratic ascent.

"Oh shit." Polaski announced as a purple light, the gravity beam darkened.

"I got an idea, pop the hatch." I called out.

Polaski opened the hatch as I grabbed a Jackhammer rocket launcher.

" You really are crazy with your ideas." Chief told me, not altogether disproving.

As I opened the door, the intense light flooded the interior of the ship.

"Take this asshole!" as I fired a Jackhammer straight into its beam. It detonated on the beam, and it turned off as we skyrocketed past the giant Cruiser.

Dr. Halsey inhaled sharply as I closed the hatch, and I looked at the crystal. The slender shard had split along its facets and opened like a beautiful rose. It reshaped itself, now instead of a deathly purple, it pulsed a emerald green.

The dropship lurched upward, as it hummed with power and shot past everything into the air. Once out of the beam, the stone folded back upon itself again.

Polaski was caught unawares, freaked out at the sudden strange loss of control," What the hell just happened?'

"That was gravity." Halsey replied back, her back turned, staring at the crystal. "This…thing warped space when we approached, it apparently has a strange effect on gravity fields as well. We'd learn a lot more about this in a lab."

" No time for that now doctor." I replied.

The air was thick with circling Banshee fliers, and seraph fighters. Jun strode past me, his helmet off again. He stared at the air with a scowl on his face and then grinned.

"Not impossible odds eh?" He smiled. I gave thumbs up in response. " Now where's our extraction?"

"We're not yet at our exfil location. Be patient. How've you been?" I tried to detract from our seemingly hopeless situation.

" Eh. I got Halsey here, she was fine, we met the other Spartans, found the crystal, then met you. All in about two weeks." He replied curtly.

A series of icon flashed on Polaski's console, and she went white. The calm in her voice cracked slightly as she said. "They've got weapons lock on us Sir."

"They won't fire. They want whatever the good doctor and her team got down there. It's valuable enough for them to let us shot at them and not so much as spit in our direction. Anything the Covenant bastards want this badly is something we want to keep." Admiral Whitcomb declared, with a steel resolution in his words. It sounded like he was ordering the Covenant to cease fire, and if I was the Covenant; I'd rather not risk the wrath of the Admiral, as he stared the cruisers advancing on us.

"Sir," Chief said. "We're to rendezvous with Cortana and the captured flagship in less than ten minutes. We need to double-time it."

Admiral Whitcomb looked at the ships, before commanding Polaski. "Get us out of here. Plot a course to the rendezvous point and make this bucket fly as fast as you can!"

"Aye aye, sir." Polaski angled the dropship, flying into the upper atmosphere, before blasting towards our extraction point. As the dropship left the cruisers far behind, it still moved painfully slow compared to the agile Seraph fighters, which boxed us in, four to port, and four to starboard. Communications ordering us to stand down scrolled across the screen.

"Ram them. Full speed." Whitcomb gently set a hand on her shoulder. Polaski swallowed, before shoving the velocity stripe on the control panel to full power, as the dropship charged straight towards the Seraph fighters, which tumbled aside with less than half a second to spare.

Locklear peered out of the port window, whistling as he observed. "Does anyone else think that it's getting a little crowded up here?"

I peered over his shoulder. Just now, there'd only been around a dozen small warships when we descended downwards to our mission… but now it looked like there were at least three times that number in orbit around Reach, looking like a giant school of monstrous fish.

Light Cruisers that looked like luminous manta rays, Heavy cruisers looking like giant whales, and a handful of destroyers looking like swordfish prowling for a kill.

There was also wreckage: Pieces of Covenant ships tumbled around, raw ragged chunks of alloy plating, blasted off by Human shells. Plasma conduits still aglow from the heat they carried, and clouds of vaporized metal, cooling into mists of glittering smoke and dust.

"Looks like someone's been busy." Haverson remarked approvingly at the Covenant carnage.

Flickers of light and dark powered from the launch bays of a Covenant Carrier. I looked closer, and noticed a small legion of Elites in thruster packs hopping around, and a score of drones, engineering hones leaving the bay..

"Single-ships, drones, and Elite boarding on intercept vectors," Polaski announced. "Inbound-" She paused and double-checked her scans to make sure. "Shit… Jesus they're inbound from all directions.

"Get us to the rendezvous co-ordinates," Whitcomb ordered. " Make it quick, we're losing time."

"Sir," Polaski said, her voice icy cold and laced with fear. "These are our rendezvous co-ordinates."

I tried to look for the captured ship on our display, looking for any sign of Cortana- and saw only the enemy. This would be a problem.

"Uh…Where's Cortana?" I asked.

"Ah. There she is." He answered, pointing at a strange piggybacked Covenant-human craft appearing suddenly in the middle of all of the Covenant armada.

"What the hell is that?" Jun pointed out.

" I have no idea, but it's ours!" I deadpanned back.

" Chief, your ride is here."

"Acknowledged." Chief replied, no qualm in his voice. We were headed into certain death a moment ago, and he never changed his tone. Ever. Not on Halo, not against the Flood. I wondered if there really was anything that he was fazed by. I wanted to comment, but I said nothing as the dropship veered towards the open bay, and safety.

We slammed into the deck, screeching as the alien metal slid with a crunch across the floor.

"Cortana go to Slipspace now!" Whitcomb bellowed. She obeyed, as a twisting spatial blue light began to envelop around the ship. But, I noticed something different. The Slipspace was normally clear, but this time, as we were going to Slipspace, I saw convoluted shapes and strange starbursts. Behind me, I saw Dr. Halsey's crystal float out of her pocket, reassembling and

turning into a pink sapphire sheen. I stared, and then with a sudden whomp, we all hit the floor.

As we rose from the floor, I didn't see Slipspace. I saw something else.

"Guys… I don't think we're in Kansas anymore." I told our team, eliciting a few chuckles.

"Cortana?" Chief said. "What's our status?"

We scrambled out of the Covenant dropship, as I slowly helped out of the dropship.

"Sadly enough. Same as ever," Cortana curtly replied. " We're in trouble."

Video popped up on a small corner in my HUD, as I walked with Halsey towards where everyone else was. Covenant cruisers surrounded us, their navy blue plasma turrets aglow and ready. It looked like a recording of the Mariana trench I'd seen before, full of deathly abominations unlike anything else of earth-swarms of phosphorescing lights and razor like teeth. Freaky, scary, and we were fighting them.

After I set Halsey down in the launch bay, I followed Chief towards the edge of the launch bay, and stood away from where the ship's energy shield was the protector of the opening to the space beyond. I looked directly into the vast blue fields and the giant warships far too close for my liking. Confused, I looked at Chief, and he swiped two fingers at me, which I returned.

"We jumped Slipspace, didn't we?" Lieutenant Haverson asked uncertainly.

"Yes," Halsey replied, a hint of a smirk on her face. "And no. We jumped, yes. But not to the Slipspace we know."

She withdrew the crystal from her lab coat pocket, and it had changed yet again into a starburst of edges and refracted light. Johnson stared at it, mesmerized, as the cigar is his mouth that he'd put in less than a second ago began to waft wisps of smoke in the air.

" Doctor, you need to get away from that object." Fred replied, as he too was staring at the crystal, however he was staring at the radiation counter in his arm, which was currently emitting a shrill warning. " Might want to get that somewhere safe, like the reactor compartment of the Pelican."

Anton relieved the crystal from Dr. Halsey, before sprinting towards the wrecked Pelican.

"There was some sorta radiation surge, Doc." Fred explained. "That thing must be the source. The radiation still isn't dropping you know."

"Whatever the hell it is, it warps space. When we first approached it, space was curling around in. Within the grav beam, it dispersed its field potential."

"What about now?" Whitcomb asked. " This thing is affecting our passage through Slipspace?"

"Apparently so," Halsey said, her cool voice sounding not unlike Cortana's. She stepped next to me in order to get a better look outside. Covenant. Lots of them. Whitcomb joined them and watched as the Covenant ship turrets heated.

"They can't fire those things in Slipspace can they? If they can, we're all but sitting ducks out here."

I could make out several more ships converging on us out in the distance. The Covenant vessels closed in like deathly ghosts, flickering, fading, disappearing, and then reappearing in the fog. The nearby ships fired, amorphous balls of gas belching, and accelerating towards us. I turned, and saw Locklear helping Polaski out of the drop ship, and they held hands together as the plasma sped towards us, spelling impending doom and death. I couldn't help smile, as I thought that even in the most unfortunate circumstances, humans could find companionship.

The plasma streaked on, before _curling and spiraling off_. Several winked out of existence, only to reappear somewhere else. They raced everywhere, and hit everything but us.

"What the hell is going on?" Johnson asked confusedly, stepping next to Chief to watch the odd display of shots. " I didn't think that their ships could fire in Slipspace. Ours sure as hell can't."

"Shit. Cortana, do not fire." I yelled into the COM

"Well. That was rather close. I had my finger on the trigger." She replied, her reassurance that she didn't fire calmed me down tenfold.

However, the bubble of tangled space containing Ascendant Justice and the large amount of Covenant warships smarming about now contained several dozen bolts of plasma circling around in random directions.

Three spheres of boiling blue fire blew across a cruiser, splashing across its blow. Its bolts boiling away its shimmering shield, before melting its armor like paper and venting its atmosphere. Within seconds, the ship was listing aimlessly, dead in the proverbial water.

"Hell yeah!" Johnson crowed. "All we gotta do is watch and wait for those bastards to take them out."

"I wouldn't celebrate so soon." Kelly said, her voice turning ice-cold. "Those bolts are coming towards us."

Several plasma bullets on parallel trajectories flashed through the dark not a kilometer from us. So close in fact, that the temperature rose several degrees. One hit us, as white of fire illuminated our ship's shields, forcing plasma across the starboard side. The shields resonated in symphony, as we barely held on, the ship intact.

"Let's get this boat under way," Whitcomb barked. "While we still have one." He looked around, frowning. " Chief, lead us to the bridge."

"Yes, sir." He marched to the passage that led deeper into the alien ship. On the way, I began to talk to Jun.

"So, you gonna tell me how you ended up in this mess?" He asked me, and I knew he was grinning from behind the faceplate.

"Long story."

"It's a long journey from here to the bridge."

"Fine. After we parted ways with you, we made our way to the Pillar of Autumn, but Carter and Emile went down."

"Damn. They go down fighting?"

"Yeah. Carter took down a scarab; Emile took down several Phantoms and Elites."

"Hell of a way to go."

"I know. We sent the Pillar of Autumn off, and then to cover their escape, I used a mass driver. Afterwards, I moved to Menachite Mountain, expecting to find backup. I found none; instead the bodies of several Spartans and Marines lay there, protecting a deserted area. I made my last stand, but was saved by Keyes. He came back for me."

" How the hell did you meet Master Chief? Also, that can't have been the whole story; it's been two weeks, since we separated. We must've met up once if you were on Reach." Jun scratched the back of his helmet, then popped off his helmet to reveal a very confused look on his face.

Chief turned, and looked Jun square in the eye. "You going to tell him? Or shall I?"

I snorted, then told Chief, " I got this." He shrugged and then continued leading us towards the bridge.

" He picked me up and we immediately disengaged from Reach, landing on a strange ring-world called Halo. A lot of stuff happened there as we discovered Halo had the potential to eradicate all life in our known galaxy."

Jun looked at me, his eyes narrowing. " I really hope you're joking."

Johnson and Haverson cut in at the same time. " No he isn't."

He looked at me, his eyes a cross between awe and confusion. " How did you stop them?"

Chief finally butt in, his voice carrying a small tinge of pride. " We destroyed it."

I finally continued, albeit all the interruptions. " Well, after all the interruptions, yes we did destroy it. We found a Pelican, captured an enemy flagship, and found ourselves here."

I looked backwards, and noticed something missing. "Where the hell are Polaski and Locklear?"

Johnson said nothing, but looked at me with a grin. He shrugged, thus I assumed that they'd get here sooner or later. Perhaps they were checking something.

"Now that is an interesting story." He chortled. I said nothing, simply opting to clamp a hand on his back. A friend had come back from the dead. It was more than I could ever hope for. We finally made it to the bridge, as the Ascendant Justice barrel rolled to port, and explosions boomed overhead. We all stumbled, on our feet, as Cortana warned us. "Turrets one and seven are destroyed."

Whitcomb and our team surveyed the bridge, as Lieutenant Haverson stepped onto the raised platform with displays, asking Cortana," Please project tactical on the displays Cortana." With a swoosh, Enemy ship positions materialized with plasma tracts appearing on the interior walls. Contacts multiplied as well as coalesced, making the plasma look like soup in a bowl. Two bolts passed over us, one breaking across the prow of our ship, causing thumps to reverberate throughout the bridge.

It was at this point that Locklear and Polaski showed up behind us, their clothes slightly ruffled. I was slightly confused, but didn't say anything.

Cortana announced," We got grazed on our sub engineering decks, nothing too bad though. Fire on a couple lower decks, but I will isolate and pump out the atmosphere."

Lieutenant Ambrose had taught us about the great Naval battles held on Earth's oceans before we went to space. We studied things from the defeat of Xerxes to the miraculous battles of Admiral Yi Sun-Sin. He did however explain to us that there was one invincible enemy: nature. Tidal waves, typhoons and hurricanes crushed the mightiest battleships, ignoring the tactics of anything and anyone. The metaphor applied here. We were at the mercy of nature, in the center of a sea of fire, and we were being battered apart.

Locklear asked Halsey, his hand half touching his M6 pistol. " Why don't we get rid of this crystal? It's the reason for this mess. One round and problem solved."

Halsey snapped, visibly annoyed. " One shot, and we'll be facing a dozen or more cruisers. Also, since we're in an expanded Slipspace bubble, the moment that crystal is destroyed, we'd be crushed in a transition to normal Slipspace."

Worry creased Admiral Whitcomb's weathered face. " That leaves us one option. Ram them. Cortana give me flank speed, we either fire at the point blank range so we never miss, or we crush them. Either way, we're not sitting here defenseless. Tangled space or not, we're going to blast these Covenant bastards right back to normal space."

" Music to my ears Admiral. " Cortana approvingly said, " Engines at flank speed."

A loud thump echoed from the aft section.

"Whoa. There's a problem with the primary engines. A power drop occurred just as I engaged. That wasn't a plasma hit. That was sabotage." Cortana informed us.

" I volunteer for a zero-gee repair of the plasma conduit." Chief told Admiral Whitcomb.

" I got your back Chief." I walked up next to him.

" Bring whoever you need Chief." Admiral Whitcomb scowled.

Polaski offered to go as well. "I'll go too, sir." Locklear, worried and scared, attempted to grasp her arm, but she shrugged his hand off. " I'll pilot the dropship- get the team in and out faster."

The Admiral narrowed his eyes, assessing the young woman. "Very well." He added incredibly softly, so that nobody but I, who was standing next to him, could hear. " Too many damned heroes in this war."

Polaski turned to Locklear, handed him his bandana, whispering. "Hang on to that one Mike. I'll be back."

Locklear's hand clenched, then relaxed as he took the token and tied it around his arm. He smiled as he gave her a small hug. It was at this point that I realized why it'd taken them so long to get to the bridge.

"Chief," Admiral Whitcomb said. "Come back alive. That's an order."

I walked over to Chief, and our team of Spartans began to move out. I did however look at Locklear, and nod. He knew what I was nodding about, and he simply ran a hand under the scar underlining his jaw.

(A/N : That's another one done. God I hate school. As much as I love writing, writing an essay a day isn't good. Please enjoy, read and REVIEW PLS.)


	20. Gravity, Or Lack Thereof

**Gravity, or lack thereof**

The faint blue walls of the Covenant Phantom felt like it was pressing in on us, and it made me uncomfortable and slightly claustrophobic. Kind of ironic, since I was stuck in skintight armor, and now I had been stuck in here for a while now, for more than 5 day, I'd spent almost a month one time, but I was already itching to get out of the armor. Sure it felt like a second skin, but it can't really compare to being untouched. I stood with my fellow Spartans here, John, or Master Chief would be leading the show. He told me about his team, and we all had a little chat, Spartan to Spartan for a while as Polaski prepped the dropship.

I would be designated as Blue-Two on this mission, and I put a quick overview on our team.

Fred, a quiet man, designated as Blue-Three was a quiet guy, a good leader and a quick thinker. I liked him, as he never shied away from conflict and trouble. However, he was very serious, and maybe loosening up would do well for him. However, something interesting he told me, he'd fought in more than 120 campaigns, rivaled only by Chief and I.

Li, Blue-Four, was our combat specialist. Apparently, from our short conversation, he'd trained extensively in microgravity as well as martial arts in extreme conditions, especially in zero gee at the UNSC's extreme-conditions facility on mars. He was at home in free fall, and I was glad to have him in our team.

Anton, Blue-Five was a talkative man, between me and Jun in terms of talking, had Chief slightly worried, as he mentioned being uncomfortable in zero-gee situations. From what I'd heard in a short conversation, he was deployed exclusively on ground operations, training in being ridiculously stealthy. Probably explained how around a couple days ago we couldn't see him, yet he could see us perfectly as we were in that canyon.

Will, Blue-six, who shared the same namesake as I did, was pretty quiet, but every now and then he'd drop a one-liner or two. He had a great sense of humor, and he seemed a little like me, but I was more talkative.

Jun, Blue-eight needed no explanation, but he did chat with the other Spartans about him.

Grace, Blue-Nine the first of two female members had a strange knack for explosives, but her voice was airy, and calm, nothing at all like someone who enjoyed blowing things up. She could make tiny explosions meant to blow open doors, or giant huge detonations that could level planets in half.

Kelly, Blue-Ten the final member of our team was fast, and by fast, I meant incredibly fast. She looked like a blur, and her feet didn't seem like they touched the floor as she moved. Graceful and deadly, she never resisted a chance to quip at something.

Overall, there were some quiet, and some talkative members, but all of them were incredibly deadly fighters and warriors, and all of them were great people to fight with. They wanted to know a little bit about me, and I told them basically about several of my special operations, and what my specialties were.

Back on Reach, Jun and I had scouted an area for Covenant presence, and we found an armada. During that mission I found myself out of ammo and surrounded by several Covenant warriors with rifles and pistols. I'd just finished recounting the story to them.

"So, that's what I'm good at." I finished my sentence with a flourish, twirling my combat knife as I did so.

" Wait, so you took, them all out, with a knife?" Grace asked, her ethereal voice ringing in all of our ears.

"Yep. Grunt necks surprisingly fragile, I learnt that day." I jokingly replied, causing Chief and Will to shake their heads.

Jun deadpanned back, " You forgot the fact that I was covering you in that op. Remember those huge animals?"

"Yeah, they were called…. Guta." I laughed.

"So you're a close combat guy?" Li asked me.

" I wouldn't say that. Remember the Truth and Reconciliation on Halo?" Chief cut in. " Took out a ton of Covenant soldiers with the S2."

" So what are you?" Anton finally asked.

" I'd say a jack of all trades." I decided to answer. Now that I thought of it I never had a particular specialty.

" Like John then?" Kelly poked at him with her gauntleted fist. He had no reaction.

" I'd say yes."

" Okay, get ready people, systems check." Chief commanded, and we snapped to attention.

Ten acknowledgment lights winked on. It felt good to be part of a team again. The fact that we were in zero-gee was not something I enjoyed. It felt like being underwater, but being unable to swim. I looked at the team getting ready, and couldn't resist smiling to myself.

" Blue Team." Polaski's voice crackled in over the COM. " Looks like conditions are relatively perfect now. Exit in three…two…one."

Chief rose and bobbed towards the hatch before popping it open. Outside, Ascendant Justice's hull moved past us, and I saw that what was normally its polished alloy hull was now scarred by heat and plasma. Vapor shimmered around in the air before fading slowly into nonexistence.

On to of it lay the flipped over frigate Gettysburg still attached. On fire, covered in craters and venting atmosphere in numerous places, it was still amazingly intact. If not for the dead on board, it would have been very lucky. The Phantom slowed and turned before descending onto the ablative exterior of the ship, and docked.

"Latch engaged," she said over the COM. " She's all yours, Chief."

"Okay team, Fred, Noble-two Will, Grace and I will reconnoiter the area, make sure its clear of any Covenant parties," Chief told our team. Anton, other Will, Li, Jun, prep and get ready to move the arc welder and hull plates we got from the Gettysburg when we give the all- clear. Everyone else, protect them."

I eased my armored boots onto the hull, watching as the magnetic soles clamped onto the metal with a suction cup-like noise. I looked up, watching the fireworks above me. It looked like Slipspace was on fire, it looked as if someone doused the night with fuel, then set it on fire. Boiling streaks of flame spewed across a midnight-blue sky. Meteors blew past us, spraying molten metal in trails of glittering dust. A meteor the size of a tennis ball smacked the alloy hull right beside me, and my shields flickered. We needed to move fast; the faster we got out of this shooting gallery and sealed the hole, the better.

Up ahead, I saw Fred sweeping his rifle over the terrain. A legion of Covenant could be hiding in the mess that was bumpy sensor nodes, kilometers of conduits, and a dozen holes in the hull. However, he turned back, and made a subtle shake with his hand. No contact on motion sensors. I caught up to him, and John was farther ahead of us, already examining the hole. It was red hot even though Cortana had shut it down a while a go. Grace, behind us scrutinized the hole with curiosity.

" This was deliberately made. If that was from a plasma strike, the metal will have boiled from the melting capabilities of the Covenant. If it was from an impact, the edges would be scraped on one side, compacted on the other. Look at this, the ragged edges and the round hole. This is from a Covenant bomb, I think the small class 2 one."

I whistled, impressed. " You weren't kidding when you said you knew your explosives."

Grace laughed as John looked around for any sign of trouble. "Eyes sharp most likely we have company, camouflaged Elites. Explains why we can't see them on our motion sensors. Maybe even the original crew. The rest of Blue team, move out."

"Roger," Will replied. " We're on our way."

Anton emerged from the phantom hefting a gargantuan arc welder, followed by Will and Li moving with the hull plates. The rest came out in a V formation, their rifles at the ready. Jun was at the back, slowly floating forward with a DMR instead of his trusted S2 sniper rifle at his side.

"Fred, Grace, you two are on the welders," Chief ordered. " Anton, top of the dropship, Li, three o'clock. The rest, fill up the spots, I got our six."

All our acknowledgement lines winked on.

Kelly grabbed a plate, before slowly pushing in towards me and I launched it towards Fred, who caught it with a deft hand. Grace and him both fired up the arc welder, causing pinpoints of metal to liquefy beneath the tips. A swarm of sparks swirled around the environment like a swarm of bright fireflies.

I patched a communiqué to Admiral Whitcomb. " We're in position Admiral. ETA repair…. I'd say about two minutes."

" Roger, Lieutenant." Whitcomb replied. " When you're done, give the word and get secure."

"Yes, sir."

Right as I said so, a ionized blue plasma stream burst out from nowhere, bursting all of our shields as it assed, revealing the six Elites slowly crawling towards our position

"Enemy contacts!" I yelled to the rest, crouching behind a sensor node before opening a burst of fire with my Battle Rifle. In a hail of bullets, the Elite was caught in its chest, gouging deep holes in its skin and armor. It tumbled backward, screaming noiselessly as it spun off into space.

I turned around, and saw the muzzle flashes of my team. Fred and Grace hadn't moved. And he called out to the rest of us. "Twenty seconds."

A barrage of the glassy needles flew quickly towards Anton, and I blocked its path as my shields took the hit. Anton popped upwards and hi fired a quick burst from his assault rifle, ripping a hole in its head. Jun hung back slowly towards the deck where he got a perfect view, firing and killing two more Elites, leaving four. However, another plasma bolt sizzled close to the hull, draining all of our shields down.

"We're done Chief, moving-"

"Incoming!" Polaski cried out over our COM's.

I turned and saw a third plasma bolt materialize, coming straight at us. Will dived into the hull, where Jun caught him. Fred and Grace hit the floor, as Li stood his ground and fired at the Elites, Anton covered him, as he rose from his limited cover. Kelly was nowhere to be seen. I jumped with chief into the sheltered area behind the dropship.

The cobalt plasma slammed into the dropship like a broiling wave of fire and brimstone. Polaski screamed, then went silent. I looked upwards as blue-white light filled my vision, and saw Li's outline flash in the bright light. The heat and light was nearly unbearable, as I looked to Chief and he was in the same state as I was. The broiling heat caused temperature warnings to blare across my viewscreen, and hydrostatic gel bled across my armor. Through my blurry eyes, I could see the Elites vaporize, and suddenly the light and heat vanished.

My muscles screaming in pain, I looked upwards, and found no sign of Li or Anton. Kelly was next to us, unconscious but alive. The dropships hull was melted like a feather in front of a shotgun.

Polaski was gone.

We floated slowly to the rest of the team, and everyone but Jun was unconscious. Jun quickly tethered everyone to the deck, before keying the COM. " Admiral, breach is sealed."

"Hang on. This might be a bumpy ride." Whitcomb replied.

My vision slowly faded to white as I went into unconsciousness, but not before I heard Jun ping Cortana.

" We lost three of them."

**XXxXxXXXxxXxX**

At a point, pain was good. This time, it felt good, as it reminded me that I was still alive. My blurred vision slowly came into focus, and I realized that I didn't have my armor on. I felt sore, aching, but the pain was very dull, thus I must have already been treated.

There was definitely gravity, as I felt the press against my back. The next time someone wanted me on a zero gravity operation, I'd tell them to shove it.

"You're alive." I heard a voice come from my side.

Turning, I saw Jun staring at me, also out of his armor simply wearing a mesh black under suit.

"Welcome back." He laughed. I turned to my side, and looked at him. I was in a med bay. The lights were turned down low and Chief was next to me, smiling as we both realized we were alive. I gave him a quick bump on my fist as we stared at the bio-monitors pulsing along the wall, displaying my vital signs, and x-ray.

Cortana popped up on a small pedestal next to our beds, hey body flowing with code and smiling at us as she spoke, "Almost had me worried there you two. Then again, you've had worse. "I laughed along with Chief as we both thought about it. We definitely did have worse. For me, I fell several thousand feet, after I was thrown off a ship. Chief, had many stories, most of them worse than this.

I asked to no one in particular, " So…where are we exactly?"

"Oh, you two are fine by the way, no concussion. Guess your thick skulls blocked the impact. And you two are in deck thirty two of the UNSC frigate Gettysburg, or what's left of it, anyway." Cortana told us, looking around at her surroundings with curiosity as she did so.

"So, what happened?" Chief asked her this time.

Cortana dimmed, and her smile faded as she sadly sighed. " There was a plasma bolt. Anton, Li, and Polaski didn't make it."

I leaned back, my head hitting the wall. I was very bitter, but there was nothing I could do.

"Acknowledged," Chief said, an edge in his voice.

All their deaths were hard to swallow. Polaski had survived Halo, and she'd bravely volunteered to help us on a high-risk mission. Anton, Li, I'd just gotten to know them, and they all had fought so hard. They would be remembered, and never listed as K.I.A. as per orders. There were far worse eulogies.

"How is Linda?" I asked.

Cortana looked up, a small smile returning to her face as she flipped her purple hair from her bright eyes. She walked around, as if in thought as she accessed her status. Doctor Halsey has her three decks above, currently performing surgery. It'll be risky, but I think she'll make it. Whitcomb and her debated the risk, and they came to a conclusion that we need all the help we can get. No ETA on when she'll be up, but there's hope."

" A Spartan back from the dead, guess we really are invincible." Jun joked.

"All other hands on board accounted for?" Chief asked,

" Yes. They are engaged in extensive repairs to the two ships. We took a lot of hits in a battle while you were repairing the breach, but both structures remain more or less intact. We're currently using the Gettysburg's fusion reactor, as the Ascendant Justices is currently pending repair. The Justice's engines are crippled, and five plasma turrets are currently out of commission. We can however still jump to Slipspace, but it won't do us any good. The alien artifact in our possession emits high levels of radiation within Slipspace. This…thing can penetrate anything, even both of your mjolnir shields. That radiation would also serve as a homing beacon screaming for any Covenant ships in Slipspace looking for us."

" We're stuck between systems?" Jun questioned.

" Uh… not really," Cortana replied, her tone turning a bit icy. " Admiral Whitcomb is adamant that we must risk another Slipspace transition, regardless of any loss of human life. Otherwise, it would be at least a month before we could contact UNSC Command."

"Hold on, why is there a sudden rush to revive Linda and rush back? I was confused, and not altogether satisfied with why he decided to do so.

" What's compelling the Admiral's tactics, Cortana?"

Cortana softened, her arms crossed over her chest. "The Covenant has discovered the location of Earth.

We both stood at rigid attention, wide-awake and alert. I set apart my pain and fatigue. This was serious. If they had discovered the location of Earth, we needed to get back to warn Earth immediately, no matter the cost. I now understood why Whitcomb needed to get back so quickly, why we needed all hands on deck. Our last human bastion had been discovered.

"Shit." I groaned.

"Explain," Chief demanded.

Cortana began to outline to us how she discovered an high security sub channel within normal Covenant communiqués, and saw a strange correlation between a set of encoded co-ordinates. She decrypted these symbols that represented the co-ordinates for the Sol system, and Earth. We had worked so long to preserve this secret, and it was only a matter of time, but why now? Some part in my body had always hoped that it would be later and never now.

Chief stared at the spatial co-ordinates. " We saw these, on Cote d'Azur!"

"Yes, and I saw similar markings in the underground vaults we were in on Reach." Jun said.

"Is there a connection?"

"Nope."

"Doesn't matter at this point, all that matters is that the Covenant are going to attack Earth."

The greater meaning of the symbols, I'd leave to the spooks at ONI and the smart AI's., it was better to focus on the immediate problem we had.

"Any time table or any other data on this channel?" Jun asked.

"Yes, there is. There's a coordinated series of orders to Covenant warships scattered across the galaxy to rendezvous with a mobile base, with the name of 'Unyielding Hierophant.' When there is a sufficient force, they'll hit Earth."

I looked at Chief, and we both said in unison, " Not unless we stop it first." We both hopped up, Jun close behind, and grabbed our armor. It would take a while to put it on.

After some time, we moved towards the med bay's doors, as they automatically parted. "Cortana, where's Admiral Whitcomb?" I asked.

"He's currently on the bridge."

We moved out of the medical bay and marched towards the corridor.

" Three's a crowd." Cortana joked, and I could almost see her smile.

" You're making it four." Chief deadpanned back, drawing a laugh from me as we walked along the corridor.

The dark white light that was flooding the ship's passage was a more than welcome change from the strange blue hue that the Covies' used on their ships. I was damn glad to have my feet planted firmly on the ground. That zero gravity op sucked. Pressing the door to the elevator, we all waited patiently as we slowly accelerated upwards to the bridge. The door slowly parted, and I took in the state of the bridge. The front viewports had been blown out, and replaced with hastily welded plates of hull armor. A trio of monitors bolted in place on top of them, and blood pasted the navigation and operation consoles. Only three control stations were lit, and they were the most important, navigation, engineering, and the MAC ops.

What I did find was rather disconcerting was the fact that there were 2 officers on a bridge that usually required a skeleton crew of at least thirty. The room was still, and empty as a coffin. It reminded me of those mausoleums throughout history, the ones that housed kings and queens of various repute.

"Chief, Six." Whitcomb said, slightly surprised. " Glad to see you kicking, but Cortana said your injuries were to great to walk."

" They're Spartans." Jun uttered, and that was the end of that.

We snapped a crisp salute, and walked onto the bridge. Dr. Halsey appeared on Chief and I's HUD, as she said to us.

" You two, I need to speak with you for a minute."

" Ma'am, we're with the Admiral and Lieutenant, when we are done we will speak with you." John curtly replied, with as much politeness as possible. Looking at him I realized that his manners only stemmed from the fact that Halsey could essentially be defined as his mother.

" Get over here you three." Admiral said, with worry tanging his normally steely voice. He focused all of his attention to the wall of diamond symbols, which represented UNSC military outposts within our region of space. " We're in something of a tough spot."

Chief studied the chart with Whitcomb and Haverson. "Cortana's briefed us sir. The Covenant have found Earth's location, and most likely are preparing for a full scale invasion."

Haverson groaned, the wrinkles and black circles around his eyes betraying the fact that he was around the same age as I was, less than thirty. He looked old, and he looked haggard. By the end of this war, everyone would be looking the same. "That's about the gist of it. It doesn't help that we can barely move. We've been trying to repair the ships, but the problem is we need a huge crew of at least a hundred, and enough materials to supply a battlegroup to get these wrecks back into some semblance of order."

Admiral Whitcomb frowned, but nodded in agreement. "Here's another pickle to our burger. The crystal we picked up emits radiation in Slipspace. And from what Haverson's told me, that crystals' radiation emission is enough to kill anybody and anyone who is even in the vicinity after a few more hours of exposure. That basically means all of us. We're hanging on to it though. And here's why, because this thing changes the properties of Slipspace, but with a specific twist. In a few minutes we managed to travel a position that would normally take us several days, but it took us several minutes."

Haverson added," We attempted to briefly jump again, but nothing really occurred. We have no idea what caused this, but Cortana has theorized that it may have been caused by the energy added to Slipspace by our battle with the Covenant. In any case, if we know what makes the crystal work, it would give us a large edge on the Covenant."

"I see, sir."

I took a look at our location, scrutinizing the location. Not really the definition of nowhere, but there were three star systems within our current circle.

Haverson seemed to read my mind. "No dice on that. The system was glassed, and the two other systems are apparently uninhabited." He shook his head, disappointed. "Poor bastards at Eridanus never stood a chance."

"Wait a second, did you say Eridanus?" Chief stepped closer, very interested. "I know this place. There's a human colony here sir. Not UNSC. Rebels. I'd bet they hid from both of us. We should be able to expedite some sort of repairs somewhere there.

"You sure Chief?" Admiral started thoughtfully at him.

Chief stared intently at the dot on a map, it said 'Eridanus outlying asteroid belt'.

"Yes sir, I'm sure."

"Jun, I need your help on repairing a conduit, can you stay here for a second?" Haverson asked.

Jun nodded, and waved at me as I left the bridge and moved with Chief downstairs.

As we walked to Dr. Halsey, I asked Chief, "So, asteroid field?"

"Mission I went on a long while ago with several other Spartans. Linda, Fred, Kelly, Will, and Sam. We had to extract a man from the asteroid belt, a high-ranking rebel leader; I forgot what his name was, maybe watts or something? Either way, we completed that mission."

"So you think they just never picked up and left?" I countered, but he had a point.

"No, do you think they even had a reason to?"

"True." I added, as we took the elevator to Halsey.

Dr. Halsey buzzed the door open as we entered the sparkly clean room. I once over-ed the room, looking at the surgical suites, and the field lamps set every meter or so between the beds that lay in a neat row, and a large portable x-ray machine laying in a corner, all of it looked very clean and freaky.

Dr. Halsey sat at the end of the room, surrounded by five displays affixed onto a display chair. A large keyboard lay on her lap as she took a swig of stale coffee from a white Styrofoam cup, she looked older than ever here, and I wondered for a second how important this woman was to the UNSC to be still doing dangerous work like this. Seemed like her age could only rival one other in the UNSC, and that would be Paragonsky. Freaky woman, I'd met her once, and despite the fact that I followed her orders, her indifference to human lives chilled me to the bone. I knew we were all focusing on saving the world no matter what, but there were different ways to save it.

She looked at us, and smiled a grim smile before waving us forward. " Nice to see you two, but you both are ignoring completely sound medical advice by moving before you have healed. You do realize how much in bad shape you two are."

"We're both fine ma'am." I replied, and got a snort of disbelief in return.

She looked at us, scrutinizing our condition and said. "John, I've never known you to tell lies. Noble Six, you are a Spartan and also must not tell lies. I am picking up telemetry from your armor, " She stared at the monitors, and saw our biosigns respectively pulsing on the screen.

"You both have burns, contusions, fractures, Six has a sprained leg, John you have a close to be herniated disc, along with copious amounts of internal bleeding. If you were a normal marine you'd be dead, and even then you should be in shock. The only sleep either of you had gotten in an entire week was complete unconsciousness brought on from the wounds. Yet both of you say you are fine?"

Chief and I shared a short look then shrugged, stood and said nothing.

"Bah," She said in mock frustration "Very Well, I suppose both of you understand your limitations." She took one more look at our displays before changing it into a display of Halo. "I need to speak with both of you about your report on the alien construct-Halo. I've pieced together a small story from everyone else, along with the mission logs of Locklear, Johnson… and a man named Wallace Jenkins."

Chief and I shifted uneasily, as I remembered watching him as the Flood overwhelmed his team and Keyes, and it was not a memory I would like to repeat.

"There are inconsistencies that I wish to resolve before we can get back to Earth." She pushed her glasses higher up on her nose, before sighing. "One of them is Sergeant Johnson." She tapped in a couple commands on her keyboard playing a mission log, which was Johnsons, identified by his name on the top left corner of the screen. "Please step closer, I want you both to see this."

We thudded towards her, our combined tonnage causing small reverberations throughout the room. She focused her attention on the video, showing Johnson commanding marines on Halo on firefights, then watched as the log moved into the Forerunner "Weapons Cache" before the observation of the Flood appeared. Then, the screen cut to Jenkins's mission log as the Flood consumed Keyes and the rest of the squad. Johnson was there as well, fighting and cursing, and I saw with my own eyes him getting overwhelmed by hordes of the tiny tentacle podlike infection forms swarmed him.

Halsey turned off the video log, and turned to us. "He survived. Sergeant Johnson is now a unique man, as the only man who was able to have direct contact with the parasitic infection form known as the Flood and escape completely unscathed physically. "

"How could anybody live through that?" Chief whispered, in wonder, and confusion.

" That's the easy part. He was diagnosed with Boren's Syndrome." She tapped a key, and the Sergeant's medical records flashed on screen.

" I never heard of it." I said

" I'm not surprised. This is caused by exposure to high-yield plasma. Like the burst released from a plasma grenade. We don't see many cases, as these people normally just die directly form the plasma before the secondary symptoms are able to manifest. Johnson was on the ground during the siege of Paris IV, and captured a crate of plasma grenades, using them collectively to help his squad. It was said that he killed several hundred during the siege. He received a commendation for bravery, and also got a twelve hundred rad dose of radiation as a bonus."

I thought about this for a while, mulling over all the facts, and read a couple computer files on Boren's Syndrome before opening a private COM channel with Chief, so Halsey couldn't hear us.

"How does any of this connect though? How does Boren's Syndrome connect to the Flood resistance? Is all of this true?" I asked Chief.

" Dr. Halsey isn't someone I know to tell lies, she's telling the truth. I do agree with your confusion however, how is all of this related?" Chief replied.

"Best we ask her and find out." I said, before swapping of the COM channel and moving to external speakers finally saying, " I don't see the connection between Johnson's sickness and him surviving the Flood."

"Boren's Syndrome disrupts the electrical signals in a person's nervous system. It can be treated by many weeks of intensive chemotherapy, thirty weeks to be exact. Look here." She hit the next page and showed a refusal of treatment document. "Johnson did not wait thirty weeks to get back into the battle."

Understanding the gesture, I nodded. "How did this save him?"

"The parasite interfaces with a host by forcing a match to each host's neural system. Sergeant Johnson's nervous system is so jumbled the Flood couldn't force a match. Further blood tests show his system has traces of the parasites DNA, and it appears to have imparted him with some…regenerative abilities, making him stronger than an average human."

I relaxed from this, as I realized that Johnson was all right. All this information put me a bit at ease now. "I think I see."

"Sadly, no, both of you don't." She removed her glasses, staring at us with unflinching but sympathetic eyes.

"Doctor?" We both said in harmony.

"I didn't want to discuss why he survived. It's what happens next that concerns me."

She takes out two data crystals, handing one to me, and one to Chief.

"I've prepared two separate reports on this for ONI Section Three. The first has all relevant data on my analysis and the possible technology to combat and counter an initial Flood infestation. The second also includes this as well as the source material. Sergeant Johnson's mission logs and medical files as well as Private Jenkins. I leave it up to both of you to decide which one to deliver to Lieutenant Haverson."

"If you give the one with all the data, ONI will kill Sergeant Johnson. They know that the information may not help, it may only give them a miniscule more of a percent to help cure the Flood infection, but they will unflinchingly and unabashedly kill him, because to them the tradeoff is worth it. For a long time, I agreed with this decision. Sacrifice a few to save the many right? No. I should have been trying to save every single human life. Every human life is valuable, and each one could have a huge difference in this blasted war. I have killed, and maimed and caused a great deal of suffering to many all in the name of self-preservation, but I'm not sure that has worked out too well. I leave this decision to both of you, for this is something I want you both to learn."

She looked as if she wanted to continue, but glanced at the clock on her display. " Linda is almost prepped for surgery. You two should go."

We obediently turned, and strode for the exit but Chief halted at the doorway. "Doctor, don't let her die again." We then left the room. As the elevator hissed up, we both took out the crystals in our hands.

"Dr. Halsey is right." Chief said. "We don't know how valuable Johnson could be to this war. We can't condemn him."

" I agree, but withholding information is considered treason." I replied. "However-" I grabbed the crystal, and crushed it with my gauntleted hand. "Not like they'll find out it ever existed."

Chief looked at the wisps of the destroyed crystal and nodded, before saying. "Add it to the list of stupid things we've done."

"Yep, let's go back to the bridge." I laughed.

**(A/N: Merry Christmas and Happy New Year! I've had a great time, have you? Hopefully I can update at a more fervent pace this year. Please enjoy, review, favorite as you please.)**

P.S. Hi Babe :)
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**An Uneasy Welcome**

Black space was awash with pinpricks of light; it showered over our two ships as it appeared in the system of Eridanus Secundus. A beautiful system with many human planets once, it was glassed by the Covenant quickly and left to burn and broil. I looked upon it sadly, imagining the lives that may have been lost here. I popped off my helmet with a hiss as I looked upon the destroyed planets. I tried not to think about it. It was easy to look at numbers of death statistics, and that was what many generals did. They didn't see the lives that these people led, the people they affected. Every now and then you have dreams about people. A person you may have never met, but have led simple lives with their families and friends. Then the Covenant comes and destroys everything and everyone. Imagine that in your psyche. Once you start seeing bodies as actual humans, you begin to understand how valuable a human life is, and it's only fueled my resolve to stop the Covenant at all costs. In war, nobody wins, but it is the people who lose the most.

Chief was looking at me, his helmet also off studying my face with worry. "Something wrong?"

"I'm just imagining the people that lived here. The lives that they led." I replied.

He sighed, and looked at the planets. "I lived here once. I don't remember much about it. But this used to be my home."

We spent another few minutes staring into space, just standing on the bridge. Whitcomb was on the bridge as well, monitoring our situation. He'd called us onto the deck as Chief was the closest thing we had to an expert on the supposed 'asteroid field base' that we were going to.

"Systems check," Admiral Whitcomb ordered.

Haverson leaned over the console, whipping through several screens quickly, his eyes canning them intently. "Radiations fading," he smiled. "Nav systems as well as the aft and starboard scanners are all coming back online."

Fred was hovering over the Engineering station and reported. "Reactors are at sixty percent, no rise or fall. Slight leak in coil ten, hysteris leak. Currently compensating to adjust."

"Plasma?" the Admiral asked as he settled into the Captain's chair. Cortana's image flickered onto the pad next to him, and she gave a mock wave to both of us, eliciting a short chuckle from me before she informed Whitcomb about the situation.

"At the moment, we can only fire one turret," She said, and a wash of red bleeped across her image before cooling to her normal blue hue. "The two other functional turrets are offline. Their coils are refusing to align, and from my hypothesis it would be as a result of the radiation that the artifact we collected is emitting."

"One shot…" the Admiral muttered. He tugged on the end of his mustache before sighing. "We'll have to make it count." He looked at Chief. "Lead us through, son."

Chief stared at the three large monitors dominating the bridge. The sun of Eridanus blazed brightly, as Chief looked around. " Move us one-point-five astronomical units relative to the sun, heading zero-nine-zero by zero-four-five."

"Heading confirmed, coming about." Haverson confirmed.

"Plot an elliptical course parallel to the asteroid belt. Scan for asteroids two kilometers in diameter." Chief added.

"Scanning," She said. "It'll take some time, but I'll be done in a jiffy."

"Chief, tell me about your mission. You and the other Spartans were here before?" Admiral Whitcomb asked, a curious expression playing across his features.

"Yes, sir." Chief replied. "Me and 4 others. It was out first true mission. Infiltrate and extract rebel leader. We completed the mission in 2525."

"What the hell? The Spartans were around in 2525?" Lieutenant Haverson whispered in awe.

"Yes, and no sir." Fred answered. "We had no MJOLNIR nor the advanced weaponry. We looked like any other NavSpecWar team.

"Sure you did." Haverson said under his breath.

The Admiral raised his eyebrow, whistling in appreciation. " Five people made a zero-gee vacuum infiltration? Extracted with a prisoner who happened to be the guy in charge?"

"Yes, sir."

" Went off without a hitch didn't it?"

"There were enemy casualties, and we had to blow their cargo bay to escape."

"They're not going to be happy to see a UNSC ship knocking, especially when their leader got taken by them several years ago."

"Wouldn't expect so, sir."

"Faint emissions detected," Cortana interrupted. " Heading three-three-zero."

"Aye." Haverson confirmed.

"Run it down, keep on the course." Admiral Whitcomb ordered.

"Sir, if I may ask," Haverson said as he squinted at the forward displays. " Why are these people hiding here?"

"Think pirates and insurgents," Whitcomb answered. "They hijack ships, sell arms, and trade black market commodities. You might be too young to remember, but remember before the Covenant war not everyone wanted to be ruled under Earth."

"Rebels." Haverson answered. "I read about them. Why continue to stay separated when their chances of survival would definitely be better with us."

I decided to reply here. " Not everyone wants to fight. Some wanted to hide. When you're faced with a terrifying enemy, you have two reactions instinctively, fight or flight. They chose the latter, hoping the Covenant wouldn't bother them."

Admiral Whitcomb smiled, and said. "Well, that's about to change today."

The Bridge doors parted as Dr. Halsey stepped onto the bridge, her eyes bloodshot and fatigued. There were bloodstains on her white lab coat, and we all held our breath as she announced Linda's condition.

She smiled, a tired smile, but a smile nonetheless. "She made it. The organs took. She'll make it."

We all let out our breath, as Chief extended his gauntleted hand and clanked it on mine. No words could express what would be going through his mind at the time. One of his closest teammates, his friend, someone he had thought dead… was alive again. I looked at his face, and saw a smile, a true smile. I couldn't help but laugh.

"Thank you, Doctor." He said.

She waved her hand dismissively, but I could tell she was smiling. Every life must be saved was what she had preached. And she just proved it to us.

"Damn good news. Is she okay?"

"She's alive. She'll need at least a week to recover, even with accelerants. After that she'll need another three to be even nearly combat ready."

"She's a Spartan, and a fighter, she'll be fine." Fred said.

Our double ship moved into the asteroid belt, and three rocks appeared on the screen. One was highlighted. Cortana explained, "Of these three possible candidates, only one is rotating fast enough to generate a gravitational environment fit for humans."

"That's it." Chief replied, nodding towards the display. I looked at the rock. Was it possible that Chief was wrong, and the place was deserted? Or was it a lure for an unsuspecting ship to come by, and be trapped.

"Admiral?" I asked

" I know Lieutenant, we're taking the hook…. At least it looks like we are." Whitcomb chuckled softly to himself. "Cortana, I want you to power up the turrets on the Covenant flagship, even the non functional ones."

"Sir, you know they don't work right?" Cortana's holographic body flushed green for a second as the turrets warmed up.

"I know, but they" He pointed a meaty index finger at the asteroid-" Don't know that."

I had to smile at the Admiral's smart idea. Make it seem like we were very powerful, when we were in fact just as mortal as they were.

"Power dropping," Fred warned the Admiral. "It's dropping to around forty-four percent now and holding."

"Haverson," Whitcomb commanded, " Bring an open channel on their frequency, its time we introduce ourselves."

"Yes sir. Frequency matched, channel open now."

Whitcomb adjusted his collar, then his voice boomed loudly and full of authority, his Texan accent doing much to further the sense of power coming from his harsh twang. "This is the UNSC frigate Gettysburg. Respond. Anyone out there, respond."

Nothing came back but static. We waited patiently, and suddenly Whitcomb stiffened and made a throat-slitting motion at Haverson, who snapped off the communications channel immediately. I was confused at first, staring at the rock, and then I saw it.

"There were two tiny doors, looking as small as a pencil mark on a piece of paper. A fleet of ships launched from these doors quickly, and looking around I could estimate that there were around fifty of them. Pelicans modified with armor and chain guns. Civilian craft carrying huge missiles almost as large as the ship that held them, and single man engineering pods sputtering with arc welders in an offensive pincer. Finally in front there was one ship, which seemed to fade in and out of existence. Around fifty meters long, it had black stealth surfaces, and wavered like a mirage in a sandstorm.

"That's a Chiroptera vessel. That was in commission over forty years ago. Damn things an antique. How do they have these?" Admiral said in awe.

"Is it a threat?" Chief questioned.

The admiral frowned. "No. ONI decommissioned them because they had too many sensitive components without an AI, leading them to break down every other mission. Hell the only reason I know about it is because I piloted one. Only good thing about it is the fact that is has the smallest operations Slipspace drive we ever made. No weapons system. It's not a threat. It belongs in a museum. That should tell you how old it is."

"Slipspace capability?" Halsey perked up at the mention. "Maybe we can use it to get to Earth."

"Unlikely. ONI removed all critical components when they decommissioned these vessels. Their operating systems should be locked down so tight I doubt even Cortana could reactivate them. " Whitcomb replied.

Cortana whispered in Chief and I's ears. "I wouldn't bet on it."

"No weapons, that's all I need to know." I said, staring at the angular geometry of the vessel.

"Their haphazard fleet is flanking us in a wide ark." Fred interjected.

"They aren't a real threat. They must know that." Haverson said to himself.

Whitcomb growled. "They do. Cortana, Scan the nearby rocks for anything out of the ordinary. These rebels have something, an ace in their hole somewhere. If they didn't, staying hidden would be their best bet."

Fred announced loudly. "I'm receiving a video feed!"

The image of a clearly civilian man flickered on the screen in front of us. His auburn hair was tied back into a ponytail, and had a small goatee. He looked calm and collected.

"Captain…" the man said in a smooth tenor voice that sounded like a singers." I am Jacob Jiles, leader of this little establishment. What can we do for you?"

"First of all. I am not a Captain," Whitcomb grinned and replied. " I am a vice Admiral. Second, get your fleet out of my sights before I forget my manners and blast them to hell. Third, let us dock on your little 'establishment' for emergency repairs and refit."

Jiles face wavered only for a second before he laughed, and showed a mocking grin. "Admiral, my apologies, but we are unable to accommodate you today."

Whitcomb looked ready to blow, but said in a very deadpan forced tone. "Mister Jiles, I respectfully suggest you reconsider. It would be unfortunate for you if I have to ask more than once."

"With respect_, Admiral_, you are in no position to insist on anything." Jiles smiled again, showing teeth, as he nodded to someone who was lying in wait off screen.

"Emissions detected!" Cortana warned. "Radiation spikes, I'm counting around a dozen lying all around us. They're nukes."

"Hidden in the asteroid field. We're not dealing with idiots." I muttered.

" We have survived far far worse than you. We've escaped the long arm of Imperial earth, and the dreadnoughts of the Covenant intrusions. What makes you think we'll be scared of a patchwork ship ready to fall apart on its own? I hardly think we should waste one of these incredibly hard to get and expensive nukes on you." Jiles continued.

I looked carefully at his face. There was something that was off. He was lying about the nukes. With this many stolen someone would have to have known something was going wrong. No way could this happen without someone knowing about it.

I caught Whitcombs eye and whispered. "He's lying about the nukes. Call his bluff."

He looked confused at first, and then looked at Jiles face. He grinned suddenly and said. "Cortana, find me a target- a rock the same size as this man's base."

"Done."

"Destroy it."

Within several seconds a lance of white plasma sliced through the surface of a stone tumbling around the asteroid belt, cutting it clean in half, leaving trails of gas and rock in its wake.

"Target their base now." The admiral smiled.

Jiles's face wavered, but he still maintained that mocking smile. "You're forgetting our nukes."

Chief decided to interject. "And you're bluffing about the nukes. You're using harmless radiation emitters. I can tell."

The smile vanished, and the color drained from Jiles's face, leaving it white as a sheet.

"Where are my manners? Please come aboard and join me as an honored guest. Bring your staff. Join me for dinner; we can discuss what you need. You have my word no one will be harmed." The camera instantly cut off, and the ships surrounding us rotated 180 degrees backwards, and rocketed back to where they came from.

"If we're not back in 30 minutes Cortana? Blast them to hell." Whitcomb chuckled. " We got a dinner date people, lets move."

**XXxXxXXXxxXxX**

I linked, mission telemetries with Chief as well as Cortana as the governor's men met us in the landing bay. There were a half dozen of them, dressed in black coveralls and old MA3 assault rifles slung over their shoulders. I watched them nervously take tentative steps towards our Covenant dropship. I couldn't blame them, I'd be careful too if I was moving towards an armed enemy vessel. One random pull of the trigger would turn this uneasy welcome to a bloody firefight.

Chief opened a COM channel to Cortana and I, "Cortana: Tactical analysis."

"Cortana replied after a microsecond pause to correlate information," The asteroid is a typical one, but reinforced with a layer of titanium grade armor, the ones we outfit on ships. It's pretty well camouflaged, and it took me a while to spot it with our radar. They have several sections layered with ablative undercoats, causing covenant sensors and human radar to bounce off of these sections, leaving no trace that this asteroid was eve inhabited."

I frowned," How long were these guys attempting to hide here?"

"Decades maybe. We can't be sure. " Cortana replied.

Governor Jiles appeared, and he strolled across the deck. I could have imagined him wearing an eye-patch, the dastardly exterior he gave off. His black fur cap bobbed on his head as he shook Whitcomb's hand, then froze, stunned as he looked at all the Spartans in their MJOLNIR armor. He quickly recovered and bowed to Halsey.

I looked around, and heard Cortana whisper to us. "There are at least half a dozen guards armed with rifles and concealed pistols, some human, some plasma. I'm also picking up a team of 5 waiting and watching in the side passages."

"I saw them. They're overwatch. No problem to us." Chief muttered back.

"This way, please," Jiles announced, and with a flourish he hustled us through a narrow corridor. I looked at Jiles, and he cowered slightly under the giant faceplate staring at him. As I walked through the corridor, Cortana informed," This passage is from a UNSC cargo vessel, ripped out and reinforced with a bulkhead every ten meters. Airtight and tough, this thing can take tons of damage before buckling even the tiniest bit.

"That's not good at all. It's perfect for an ambush." I said, and kept one watchful eye on the motion tracker. It showed several contacts, three behind, and three in front, keeping pace with us the entire time.

Chief grunted in annoyance. "Diplomacy is not something I'm used to. We should have brought more Spartans not just me and you."

"Me and you have handled quite a lot of shit. We can handle this. Plus I've done diplomatic missions before, but technically as bodyguard detail." I laughingly replied.

"Tell me about that op later." He replied, as we were led into a circular room that had red velvet curtains, and behind it showed the windows that overlooked the asteroid field. There was cacophony of rocks tumbling and colliding, seeming almost like a ballet in a way. Men carried in a long table with white cloth on it and set it down before smoothening it out. A succession of women then followed, carrying large trays weighted down with fruit, meats, chocolates, delicacies, and large goblets sloshing with many types of liquor. Chief took position by the door, and I made sure the corridor was clear before I sealed it behind us. Time to enjoy the food.

Haverson leaned in and grabbed a strawberry before biting in to it. He smiled.

"Delicious." He remarked.

Jiles smiled and bowed his head. "Our hydroponics facility is state of the art. We-"

"With respect, Governor, this is not the time. You might not know it yet, but we're all sitting on a timer, with a bomb beneath it."

Jiles sighed, then sat down before throwing his legs over an arm." You have my complete attention Admiral." He lazily said.

Whitcomb frowned at his disregard of the seriousness of our current predicament. He would however change his tone quickly after we explained to him. Whitcomb began to lay it out for him in a quick summary. The fall of reach to begin, the Covenant's search for an alien technology, the chase in Slipspace, and finally the strange radiation crystal that would lead us here.

Jiles set his feet on the floor, as his smile turned to a frown, then to a large scowl as he jumped to his feet. "Bloody Elisa!" He yelled, and swept a glass of a table in fury and rage. Alarmed, Chief raised his rifle but I waved him off. He was no threat. Yet.

"Bloody Elisa?" Chief asked in confusion.

"She would be the patron saint of vacuum, and a pretty popular saint among civilian pilots." I replied, with no idea of where I got that knowledge.

"Oh."

"I'd guess," Admiral Whitcomb kept continuing," That they will garner our location and be here within a day, no more."

"What," Jiles said slowly, the rage in his eyes slowly being controlled," Do you expect me to do about it. Admiral?"

Whitcomb calmly gripped a decanter of wine and poured it into his glass. He took a small sip and nodded appreciatively, before answering with a steely calm. "It's not quantum physics. This is the simple part of all the Jiles. You can help us get out of here, or you can try to kill me and my crew, which I think you will find very difficult with two Spartans standing guard. If you somehow manage to kill us, you can sell our ships for whatever the black market is willing to pay you for. You'll make quite a profit. Of course, none of that matters when the Covenant come knocking on your door for a little hello and a plasma bolt in your face. Assuming you manage to outwit our ship's AI, which I doubt, and disable our weapons, which I doubt, you'll have a fleet to deal with. They don't have my manners. They aren't going to be sociable, sit down and have a little talk like gentlemen."

Jiles sat down, place his face into his hand and rubbed his temples, groaning in frustration.

"You're probably thinking that you have been hiding for a while, you can hide for longer. You've hidden from the UNSC; you've hidden from the Covenant. Thing is, now that we've found you, I don't think the Covenant will even think twice about blowing up every single asteroid in this belt." The Admiral continued

Jiles grabbed another wine bottle and drank it without using a cup. He downed around half before he asked coldly. "What's the other option? I help you? It makes no difference. If they come in the giant fleet that you claim, what is several ships compared to the Covenant juggernaut?"

"If you help us," Admiral Whitcomb said, "get our ships repaired so we can get to Earth and warn them. I'll get your people and promise amnesty for you and everyone here. You have my word."

Jiles laughed a humorless, angered laugh, as he asked." Where's your proof. Tell me, do you have any? How could Reach fall? How could you have alien technology?"

"Chief!" Cortana cried in alarm. In my HUD, a schematic of the Eridanus system formed, and there was a NAV mark flashing near a third planet, which expanded into the bulbous silhouette of a Covenant battleship.

"We have company." Chief interrupted as he strode to the window and pointed to the abyss. The blue glow of Covenant engines flared as it came into view.

"You wanted proof Jiles. You just got it." Admiral Whitcomb Growled.
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**Stuck Inside the Box**

After that announcement, we bounded off towards the bridge. Throughout the entire time, I was dreading what was about to happen. Like every Spartan, I hated naval combat, as on the bridge, I could do nothing to affect the battle. I was at the mercy of the proverbial sea. Either way, I longed for ground combat, where I could actually affect the outcome.

Cortana's image flickered for a moment, and then came alive and bright near the star map as she reported to us the co-ordinates of the Covenant cruiser. "Cruiser is only two hundred thousand kilometers away, closing fast on an intercept course for us."

Admiral Haverson pondered for a second on what to do, then barked orders loud and clear: "Fred, take the Engineering station, Haverson on NAV, Chief, weapons station one, get it up and running to see if there are any systems we overlooked, Six, same deal as chief but on weapons station two. Lieutenant, move us away from the enemy on course one-eight-zero by two-seven-zero.

"Aye sir!" Haverson replied as he strapped himself into the NAV station. His fingers danced over the controls as he entered in the co-ordinates requested." Coming about, Admiral." Our little double-ship turned, moving deeper into the asteroid field. I moved to my station. I was cross-trained on all the ops-systems for almost every UNSC warship, but I'd rarely seen space combat. The last one was on Reach, in Viery with Jorge when we took out the Covenant super carrier. He sacrificed himself believing he'd saved the planet. If he were still alive to see what happened to his beloved Reach, I wonder if he'd still have the will to fight. The MAC gun on the _Gettysburg_ was one of the largest weapons in the human arsenal. However, the problem was that we had zero rounds for it. I would give anything to launch our 600-ton projectiles at the bastard cruiser, but ammo is ammo. I tapped a couple commands on the keyboard as the small screen came to life. I scrutinized the _Gettysburg's _weapons inventory. Not much sadly enough. Just the empty mac gun, and three clarion spy drones.

Jiles appeared on the third screen, his face pale and his lips set in a scowl. He was scared, but I wasn't surprised. He had his entire city of a million at stake.

"Hello Governor," Admiral said, his voice smooth and resonating with absolute authority. "I'll maneuver the _Gettysburg _and take a shot with our turrets. That will blow their shields and afterwards you can fire one of your nukes, blasting those bastards to bits."

Jiles smiled, but his smile had no humor within. "A brilliant tactic, but there is a bit problem. We have no nuclear weapons, at all. The ones you detected within the asteroid field were only neutron radiation emitters. Basically giant flares, we bluffed." He shrugged.

Admiral Whitcomb replied, frustrated." Well, shit. Very smart Jiles."

"You'll just have to use the seven plasma turrets on your ship, Admiral, that should be more than enough to completely nullify them." Jiles remarked.

I couldn't resist an audible laugh, and Jiles heard it. The Admiral looked at me, then chuckled, smiling the same humorless smile that Jiles had a second ago. "We have one turret, and it's not working so well. Guess who also bluffed."

"We both overestimated each other. Are you kidding me? Under a different circumstance this would be very amusing." I remarked.

Chief looked down but I could hear a small chuckle come through my COM system. I was affecting him in more ways than one.

"Indeed." Whitcomb addressed Cortana. "Try and hail the cruiser, maybe we can bluff them."

"They're responding," Cortana replied. "Religious blasphemous statements aside, they're demanding that we stand down and hand over the artifact or they will open fire."

"Give them our answer," Admiral Whitcomb said. "Open fire Cortana."

The turret warmed, plasma collected and focused into a thin ruby line that lanced forward, and suddenly unraveled into a wide spiral the coursed over the bow of the Gettysburg. The superheated plasma boiled away patches of titanium armor, revealing the ships superstructure.

"Whoa, what just happened?" Fred exclaimed in surprise.

"Plasma turret offline. Stand by. New developments! Phantom dropships unstealthing and docked on us. They're in the ship sir." Cortana announced.

"Get the other Spartans to deal with it Chief." Whitcomb ordered.

"Chief turned and used his COM," Jun, take Grace, Kelly and Will to deal with the incursions."

"They'll be gone sir." Jun replied, and clicked off his COM.

"I can move my fleet to engage the enemy," Jiles said with uncertainty and with good reason, his fleet was nowhere near ready for any form of combat. They were made for flying, not fighting.

Admiral Whitcomb definitely must have thought the same, as he surveyed the screens. Narrowing his eyes as he studied his surroundings, he replied to Jiles. "With respect, you'd be blasted out of space before you could move a muscle. You don't have a weapon that'll get through their shields. I'll draw them off Jiles, Evacuate your people."

"Understood Admiral." Jiles eye's curved in surprise, then thankfulness. "You're a good man Admiral. Thank you."

"Fred, move us at best speed. Haverson, come to course zero-nine-zero. Get us close to the large stone, several thousand kilometers from port."

Fred said, "Aye, sir as he and Haverson moved in sync as they changed course and traveled."

Our 'ship' glided towards the large rock as the Cruiser rapidly changed course. The enemy ship vanished on the display as we rounded the dark side of the asteroid.

"Stop the ship. Come about rotate 180 degrees."

A thruster flicked on as the ship spun around, and I heard small ticks reverberate around the ship as it stopped, hidden around the rock. We all held a deep breath, and released it as we were safe for a collective moment. We were now dead in space. I read somewhere about how staying at moving speed was always best when fighting ships, but I'm sure the Admiral had a reason to stop.

As if he read my mind, Admiral Whitcomb replied," We'd better stay a bit more maneuverable. Align our nose toward this asteroids center of mass, and back us up about half of the ship length. Do your best to stay out of enemy sight for as long as possible."

" Firing thrusters, answering one half reverse," Fred affirmed.

" Lieutenant, do we have a anything on weapons station two?" Whitcomb directed the question to me."

"No sir, no rounds for the mac gun, Shiva nuclear missiles depleted, and the only things left are three Clarion spy drones."

"Chief?" Admiral Whitcomb continued.

" Nothing on my end sir."

Whitcomb sighed explosively. "Nothing to shoot. We might as well throw rocks at the bastards."

Chief suddenly exploded into speech, which stunned me. He normally spoke sparingly, but I guess he must have had an excellent idea.

"Sir, we may have a way to fire the turret. They MAC gun currently has seventeen superconducting coils. The problem was that our current plasma coils are out of shape, with engineers, we can change them. Cortana should be able to use them to shape and aim the plasma."

"Hm. That could actually work." Admiral Whitcomb said, nodding.

"Perhaps. Maybe," Cortana amended the statement and stared off into space, in deep thought. She thought for a second to us, but an eternity to her. "I've calculated the field strength drop-off and several other important factors. This would be easier if the Gettysburg was oriented bottom to top. Factoring in interference from the intervening hulls, it should still work. Power it up and recalibrate the pulse generation to match the plasma output."

Jun suddenly blasted into our COM," Admiral Whitcomb! They're coming in more than just one phantom, we need backup, its Kelly, and she's seriously injured."

I looked up and Whitcomb nodded. In a flash I was gone, downstairs and ready to help. Before I went down the elevator, I quickly grabbed my trusty Battle Rifle, a pistol and a full belt of grenades and ammo.

Chief opened up a COM system to me before I left." I'm needed here. Keep them safe."

" You have my word." I replied, and snapped it off curtly as the elevator hissed open and three grunts breathing heavily in their gas masks greeted me. I whipped out my pistol, slapping one in the face, knocking the gas-sucker out quickly. With my M6S now in hand, it was all but zero effort to empty two bullets into the two remaining grunts. For the last one, I popped off its gas mask, so it would just stay unconscious forever. I could hear perilous gunfire erupting in the corridor in front of me, and it worried me. Running forward, I stopped and saw the Spartan team on one side, and what seemed like an entire army of Covenant piled up on the outer corridor.

" Six! Get over here before you get your head blown off." Jun called out.

I rushed over, but was unable to avoid several bolts that stripped me of my shields. I had to say that the MJOLNIR truly saved lives. Getting there, I saw Will, Jun, and Grace holding Kelly, who's armor was smoking and hydrostatic gel bubbling out of the joints.

"What happened?"

"Hunters, she saved me." Grace said, a trace of guilt laden within her voice. "She stepped in front of their fire. She's alive for the moment, but we need to get her back now. We're trying to force an opening."

" Don't worry, we're Spartans. We can handle this." I reassured. I turned over, blind-firing a burst, and was rewarded with a scream of pain from a grunt. We really were stuck in a form of killing floor. I took off my belt of grenades, handing 1 to everyone in the team except for Kelly and Grace.

" Keep her safe, Jun, Will and I will force our way out of here and get these bastards off our ship." I ordered, and she gave a curt nod in reply before popping Kelly's helmet off. I stole a glace before I rose to my feet. She looked bad; we needed to get out of here quick.

" On my go, chuck the grenade down the wall, and push them back." I raised my hand, extending 3 fingers, " 3,2,1, go." Three grenades went flying into the hall, and three seconds later I heard them explode. I instantly turned around and strafed forward, Will and Jun following suit.

"Hallway clear! Grace, get Kelly onto the elevator and to Halsey." I commanded, and Grace carried her fireman style off.

I looked at Jun and Will, and said, " We're getting all the Covenant off this ship."

They nodded, as we carried on forward. There was a loud rumble and we stumbled on our feet as yet another couple of Covenant ships docked. I moved a couple steps forward, and poked my head past the current corner.

At least half a dozen elites, flanked by a small army of Grunts and Jackals dotted around the current cargo bay. I leaned downwards, and popped off the corpse of a grunt's mask, it popped with a hiss and the Covenant forces quickly turned.

Jun opened fire with his sniper rifle at close range, blowing the heads off of two Elites, as Will swept the lower area with his assault rifle, knocking everyone but the shielded Jackals to the floor, where I finished them off with controlled bursts from my battle rifle. I lobbed a frag grenade behind them, and it detonated, rending several into shreds and pushing the rest to the floor, where a quick couple of shots finished them off.

"Clear!" Will called out waving the team onward as I heard yet another rumble hit the ship. The rumble came from somewhere ahead of us, and we pushed forward. I took two steps and met the eye of a golden Elite, snarling at me before powering its energy sword. A deadly snarl and it slashed at me with its sword. I ducked back, and pulled out my M9S, popping a couple shots into its head. Behind it, three more Elites in crimson armor charged at Will and Jun, who fell back leaving just golden boy and I.

I dodged, weaving left and right as it got more frustrated trying to kill me. I emptied another clip into its shields, which were deteriorating. The Elite growled, and thrust forward suddenly, clipping me in the right stomach, and tearing my shields apart. The Elites four mandibles split apart in a wide grin. He was becoming more arrogant, which was excellent for me. He slashed forward again, and this time I leaned into it past the sword tip and grabbed the Elite. I threw it to the ground, and stomped on its head, finally blowing apart its shields. I pulled out my own combat knife and it warbled once as I stabbed through its head. I pulled it out, cleaning it on its body as I turned around. Will and Jun stood behind me, three Elites smoking and with bullet holes.

"You didn't help?" I grinned.

" You had it all under control." Jun joked.

I sighed, and then chuckled, leading the team forward. Three more rumbles hit the ship, and no more. We slowly moved, checking every corner. Two hunters 'vibrated', and they didn't notice us. There were a lot more Covenant behind him, amassing. This would probably be the last boarding party, especially since they were now in a number of almost 30. We stayed, watching them, and suddenly a vent on the bottom popped open, and a glimmering sheen revealed itself to be a special operation Elite. Several more uncloaked to reveal themselves. I pinged my long-range translator to hear them.

Their rumbling and warbles turned to speech, " Are you the last on the ship?" The boarding party hunters rumbled.

"Yes, we're the last. The parasites killed all the rest of us."

I leaned back, realizing that these were the entire remaining Covenant on the ship. I looked around for anything I could use before a quiet 'psst' drew my attention. I looked to the right and I saw Will and Jun hefting several fusion coils around. They waved me over and I crouched to them. They had almost twenty, enough to kill them all.

"These won't break apart the ship right?" I whispered, and Jun shook his head.

We quickly rolled them all into position, and we got ready.

"Hey!" I called out, and all of the Covenant turned. " Surprise!" I knocked them down, and fired a single shot.

The explosion rang throughout the ship, and I had to shield my eyes from the blinding light. When I turned back, there was a smoking hole and no more Covenant. I looked at Jun and Will, and I could tell they both appreciated the show.

" Lieutenant, what was that?" Whitcomb asked.

" Rat problem, but we're clear now." I joked.

" Get back up here son."

We took the elevator upwards, and I nodded at Chief before meeting Admiral Whitcomb at his captain's seat.

" What happened to Kelly sir?" I asked worriedly.

" She's in critical condition, but she'll make it. Halsey's working on her now."

" What happened here?" Jun asked.

" We got lucky. Took out the ship. We're getting repairs now from Jiles." Chief explained

" Governor Jiles may not like it, but he needs us now. The Covenant bastards aren't going to just send one ship. After this one goes missing, they'll send a search party. This is just the beginning. " Whitcomb scowled and said.

**xXxXxXxXxX **

The remaining Spartans including me sat in the Gettysburg's machine shop repairing our equipment. Whitcomb ordered us to get our stuff together, and get at least six hours of sleep. We decided to sleep in shifts. I woke up with Chief, as we both inspected plates of our armor with a careful eye. I looked around the room, it was large enough to fit a Longsword, and the machine shop was covered in welders, hydraulic presses, and other machinery that would prove useful to anyone who required repairs or maintenance. Three spotlights arced into the wall, providing a cool illumination that was a comforting difference form the painfully bright plasma blasts.

Linda was in the corner with her helmet, back, and shoulder MJOLNIR armor sections removed.

Fred and Will hefted new pieces of MJOLNIR armor, coated with a black tint, they swapped out her plates and components with spare parts, probably from the facility they were at on Reach. They brought a lot more experimental as well as tested and new armor, equipment and weapons for us to use. Angry red scars crossed her pale body, showing signs from the transplant operation that Dr. Halsey had recently performed. Against her advice for bed rest, Linda hobbled down here to see us. She sat cross-legged before her sniper rifle, a SRS99C and disassembled it before customizing it with special gyro compensators, optics and adaptive texture barrel sheaths. I already saw several parts from misirah armories, as well as cipritine combine. The two most expensive and high quality weapon manufacturers were in her sniper rifle, and it was a true piece of art.

I studied my own customized rifle carefully. It was a BR55, but I'd make some modifications to my own liking. The scope was altered to give me a 5x magnification, and flip-on thermal sight. I used an extended barrel, as well as a piercing modification to increase damage, allowing me to pierce shields of the Elites we were going to face. I finished off with a nice extended clip and silencer. It was all very black ops type, as I tinted it with a carbon black finish. I swapped over to my M9S pistol. I used shredder rounds, a bit better at perforating grunt heads than the standard armor piercing rounds. Following this, I checked my armor. Starting first with my helmet, I grabbed a OPERATOR type helmet with a HUL attached. My shoulder gear was equipped with GUNGNIR, and RECON on the left and right shoulders. I wore the larger GUNGNIR on my shoulder to protect my shooting arm, and the RECON allowed me more flexibility when using my left hand to fight in melee combat, or throw grenades. I equipped a large knife on the side of my shoulder as well; a habit Emile back on Reach got me into. He'd seen me in melee combat and told me to take a knife for safety purposes, thus I bought a knife in the short downtime we had.

I equipped a nice COUNTERASSAULT chest plate; perfect to stop any plasma fire if my shields failed. I strapped a TacPad onto my wrist, one that Carter used, I could use it to hack Covenant doors, as well as access tactical information in the area. I strapped a trauma kit to my thigh, to perform any emergency first aid, and I upgraded my leg plates to the PARA variant. Finally, I tinted my new helmet with a black finish. I looked like a deadly warrior and altogether I was now fully armed, stocked and resupplied.

Chief kept his armor exactly the same, only he repaired it fully, and looked every bit the Spartan I'd seen him when I first met him. Everyone else was strapping on several different armor permutations and different colors to identify each other. We were in the company of our warrior brothers and sisters. We all cleaned and refitted our armors so what had once been plasma burns and bullet holes in the armor were all patched up. The dents, and dullness that comes with continuous use of our MJOLNIR had all been redone, and we all glowed, looking like a new car, that could kill.

Without looking up from her rifle Linda said, " Now I know what we have to do to get a couple of days of rest and relaxation in this outfit."

Fred remarked with a grin," I heard you like to spend all day sleeping too."

Will joked, "That's why she snipes! I caught her sleeping on our last operation in Europa."

Jun butt in, "Why do you think all Snipers go quiet when they snipe? They're napping."

We all laughed, and were glad to see Linda back from the brink. Chief stood behind us, his helmet off, standing as stoic as ever. but I could see the hint of a smile on his face. I understood, he had to preserve his authority, we all understood.

Grace rolled over, waking up with a yawn, and popped on her helmet with a hiss. "0400, that was a six hour nap. Are you kidding me? That felt like fifteen minutes."

She rolled over and gave Linda a smile gesture; Linda returned a bare smile back.

I wanted to smile as well, but we were under quite a lot of stress. Hordes of rebels were repairing our ship and the fact that Covenant was imminently returning with a large force.

The click of metal on metal alerted everyone in the room, and pistols and rifles leveled at the hatch as it creaked open with a squeak.

Johnson and Locklear looked like deer in headlights as they stared at the barrels of several weapons pointing at them.

"No one informed me that target practice was today, I would have painted a nice red bull's-eye on me." Locklear muttered.

"Master Chief, reporting as requested." Johnson said.

Chief nodded and lowered his gun, we followed suit.

"Come in Marines."

As I holstered my pistol, Chief strode over to them, and immediately asked on the situation of Kelly.

"How is she Sergeant? Is she stable?" Chief's tone carried concern, and the other Spartans stood to hear the news, eager to find out if Kelly was all right.

" She's fine Chief, and Halsey is working on her now, giving her one last injection of dermacortic steroids. Halsey also needs her for another important matter."

" Thank god." I mentioned.

Chief nodded and turned to us," Let's go over our plans and see what we know, if we missed anything- any way to exploit the enemy's plan." He set down a data pad with a star map glittering and glimmering upon its surface. My TacPad identified it as the Sol star system, along with data on the planets.

" The Covenant fleet is on its way to Earth. They are gathering at a battle station and jumping Slipspace en masse to the Sol system."

" What happens then?" Fred asked

Linda Answered. " Assuming we get to Earth first and warn them, our Fleet will be waiting, and-" She pulled the bolt back on her rifle with a loud clack. "-We'll give them a nice warm reception."

"What chances will our forces have though?" Will questioned, without fear but with logic instead. "Cortana's report said that there would be hundreds of Covenant warships. I doubt our Fleet or even Earth's orbital MAC platforms can repel a force that powerful."

"No," Chief quietly said. "It'll be Reach all over again. They can't win, they can try, and they will."

Locklear looked pissed, twisting the red bandana he had tied onto his biceps. He angrily hissed, " We get to watch another goddamn fight in space?" His fists trembled as his rage threatened to overwhelm him. " There has to be a way to get to those bastards first- on the ground where we can win. Hell I'd take my chances in hand-to-hand contact. I am not floating in zero gee and watching our last bastion get burned to a crisp.

" What about your original mission?" I asked Chief. "Find the Covenant home world?"

"Our priority is Earth. Admiral Whitcomb would certainly insist, and he has the authority." Chief answered.

" And there's no ground between Earth and here to fight, take the fight to them. Goddamn. Sometimes I hate this war." Locklear dropped his gaze to the deck, defeated.

Sergeant Johnson clapped a hand on Locklear's shoulder. " Stand tall Marine. Try to-"

Johnson stopped, his gaze fell to the data pad, the star map still glimmering.

" Hold on a goddamn minute. We need ground to fight right? Well. Why not a covenant ship?" He grinned a clicked on the Data pad, in specific a small dot, before squinting and reading the tiny words. "This… 'Uneven elephant'? What the hell kind of name is that?"

My TacPad activated, and I read the words clearly. It was the _Unyielding Hierophant_. A covenant mobile command-and-control center, and a command platform where the Covenant fleet would rendezvous before the final jump to Earth.

I explained this to the team and Johnson replied, "Well, here's your ground."

Grace stared at the data pad. " It fits the timetable, the station is on the way to Earth and the Sol system.

Fred offered an explanation, "We drop out of Slipspace in a smaller craft. Go in and-"

Jun finished off, " And do what we do best."

Locklear grinned and raised his hand. " Hey if there's room in this crazy op for an ODST, please pencil me in."

Chief looked at the data pad, then to the team. For the first time in a while, we'd know when and where the Covenant bastards would it. If we hit them hard enough, we could stop them before they hit Earth… and delay Armageddon.

Chief gave rapid-fire orders:

"Fred, Will, help Linda get her suit.

"Jun, Grace, prep weapons with Locklear. Scrounge all ammo and explosives and haul it to the launch bay."

"Sergeant Johnson, get this ship ready for its last flight and reinforce the hull for a Slipspace to normal space transition."

"Will you're with me. We're going to take this plan to Admiral Whitcomb, make him see it's the only way. We're going to take this fight to the Covenant, and launch a first strike. "

.

(Sorry I took so long ==)


	23. The Long Walk

**The Long Wait**

Chief and I strode over to the elevator, and hopped in. As we waited, I turned to Chief and asked him, " Do you think he'll buy it?" Chief sighed, and shook his head in quiet frustration. "Here's the thing, Admiral Whitcomb cares a lot about his men, and anything that goes above his idea of a high risk operation is an automatic no go."

" He must know that this is the only way. We need to make him understand." I said. " We finally have a chance to fight the Covenant on our own terms, he must know that."

Chief looked at me and nodded, he knew I was right. The elevator hissed open and showed the expansive bridge of the Gettysburg. Lieutenant Haverson and Admiral Whitcomb were poring at the displays at Weapons Station one as well as Engineering. They both had frowns on their faces.

" Sirs." Chief and I chorused, and the Admiral waved us both forward without bothering to look up. We needed to inform the Admiral of our mission plan-convince him that there was no risk to their primary goal of making it to Earth, yet a huge payoff if we succeeded. However, the high risk to us would be a problem.

" Cortana Please give me an update on our power." Admiral Whitcomb crossed his arms over his chest and looked up in thought.

Cortana's tiny imagine flickered to life on the small little holo pad near the Navigation station. Her glowing lavender skin flickered with red symbols as she scanned. Matter of fact she replied, "Status is nearly identical to my last report sir. Tests on the Ascendant Justice's reactor as well as they Gettysburg's engines are in synch, and will be completed in forty minutes."

"Good. But hurry, I don't want to get synch without power when our welcoming crew shows up. I want to get under way to Earth."

"Yes, Admiral. Plasma turret one is gone, no possibility of repair. Turrets two, three, and four are repaired, and although I'm waiting for power to test them, I have run almost five hundred test-firings without incident. Turrets five and six however are repairable due to no available resources. Two archer missile pods on the Gettysburg has been refilled, and that gives us sixteen missiles ready to go." Cortana informed.

"Where did he get those missiles? They're UNSC, if he got them they've got to be contraband." Lieutenant Haverson muttered.

"Lieutenant, he's a pirate," Whitcomb answered. "Good work Cortana, keep me posted. Did you have anything you two?"

Before I opened my mouth to speak my mind, Haverson called loudly," Admiral. You're going to want to see this. "He pointed at the forward video screen and at the small Chiroptera class ship speeding away from our launch bay. "Jiles is leaving? I thought he claimed he was staying on board to oversee repairs."

"So did I," Admiral affirmed. " Cortana, did you catch Jiles leaving on our surveillance cameras?"

" No sir, but I do have this." On the screen a clear video of Corporal Locklear, Halsey, and Kelly on a gurney boarding the small vessel. "Locklear left them sir. Doctor Halsey and SPARTAN-087 departed."

" Hail that ship now Cortana." Whitcomb barked

Governor Jiles appeared on a screen. "Admiral? I just saw my ship leave the launch bay. Perhaps you could enlighten my soul and explain hy you commandeered my personal property when I have showed nothing but-"

" Can it Governor. I'm trying to find out precisely who took your ship. Cortana, response to our hail?" Whitcomb snapped.

" Oh dear." Cortana opened her mouth in astonishment. "It's bleeping an automatic code. UNSC code 392."

"392?" Whitcomb stared into space in confusion.

I coughed, and told him," Admiral, that is a 'nonresponse' code, sir. Special Warfare teams use it to ignore hails due to a higher-priority mission."

Admiral Whitcomb bit his lip, and growled. "God damn it. The good doctor just told us to go to hell."

Staring at the vessel, its wings seemed to elongate as pinpricks of light appeared around the craft, and it poofed into space.

" Slipspace transition." Chief muttered.

" Didn't you tell me that the ship was locked down?" Whitcomb turned on Haverson.

" I did. Dr. Halsey is a smart lady. She must have found a way to circumvent the ONI lockout." Haverson replied, with shame as he refused to meet Whitcomb's eyes.

"Can you tell where they're going? Their trajectory?" I questioned.

" It's not Earth. It's no known system in my database."

" Let me see." I looked at the star map, and saw a revelation.

" She's going to _Onyx_." I said in amazement. Onyx was a ghost planet, meant for nobody but several hundred people in the universe. It was a secret training facility for the S-III's. How Halsey figured out where it was, and why she was going was a mystery.

Whitcomb sighed again, and made a decision. "I want Locklear up here now. Lieutenant Haverson. Personally escort that ODST up here."

Haverson swallowed. "Yes, sir." He marched to the elevator, and Cortana told him, "Lieutenant, he's on B-deck, medical storage, and he's not answering my COM page." The elevator shut.

"Chief, I want you on the Engineering console. Six, you cover the NAV station."

"Aye." We both chorused, moving to our respective stations.

I moved to the NAV station, and scanned its status. So far we were all right. The plasma fusion reactors were repaired, and we were now able to go to Slipspace.

"Contact," Cortana warned. " Bearing 030 on our solar plane. Two Covenant cruisers. They've seen us and are moving fast."

" They're figuring out how best to kill us. " Whitcomb declared and then turned to Jiles.

" Evacuate your people governor. Get them out of harms way."

Jiles bowed, "Thank you Admiral." His screen snapped off.

" I'm going to do the hardest decision in my life now." Admiral sighed. "Cortana, halt the reactor and engine shakedown. I want them online now. I don't care for the risks. Just do it."

"Noble Six, get this crate ready to move, and stay on your toes. We'll need every trick in the book for this."

Chief called out, "Reactors hot sir."

Admiral Whitcomb watched as Jiles fleet swarmed like rats escaping the Gettysburg to their relative safety within the asteroid belt. "Rats leaving our sinking ship?" He wondered aloud to himself.

I wasn't sure if that was a question, but I replied. " They're just men who want to live, sir. In their position I'd have done the same."

Admiral Whitcomb nodded.

"Covenant cruiser is accelerating and transitioning to Slipspace!" Cortana announced.

"Noble, get this thing moving right now! Bring us up to half speed."

"Aye, sir!" I replied, as I tapped in commands. The combined mass of our smorgasbord of ships groaned as their repaired structures overcame their inertia.

"Heat up our plasma turrets."

"Aye s-"Cortana was about to say, but her lavender hologram faded to a crystalline ice blue. "Sir, there are additional contacts at the system's edge. Thirty Covenant ships, various classes…. They have us surrounded."

Admiral Whitcomb stared at the map, and sagged his shoulders.

"Do you two know the story of the Alamo?"

" Yes, sir. A famous siege with a handful of defenders holding off overwhelming numbers." Chief uttered.

Admiral Whitcomb smiled. "They were Texan defenders. There's a big difference. Colonel William Barrett Travis had one hundred and fifty-five men. The Mexicans had two thousand. Later on Travis got thirty-two more. They hunkered down inside this tiny fort, and fought like goddamn animals. You know that there were fifteen civilians inside that fort too?" he looked at the map, and his smile died." When the fighting was over, Travis and all his men were dead, but it cost the enemy six hundred."

" Sounds like Thermopylae." I remarked.

" But there were survivors at the Alamo. You think there's any way we can win this?"

I thought long and hard. And came up with my answer. "Sir, given our situation, resources, and the number of our enemy, I see no way to win or survive."

"I don't either. Sometimes I hate this fucking war." Whitcomb swore. " Cortana, get ready for a transition out of normal space. Noble, I want an acceleration to flank speed course 055 by 290."

"We're leaving?" Cortana asked.

Whitcomb was silent, for a long long moment. Then he finally replied, "Yes we are. This isn't the Alamo. We're running, and we're trading thousands of lives for billions."

"Is this the right thing to do sir?" Chief absentmindedly clinked Halsey's data crystals. He must have been pondering our decision. Save every life possible, or trade thousands for millions. There were some decisions that really were a rock or a hard place.

"The right thing?" Whitcomb laughed a mirthless laugh, and sighed. "No it isn't The right thing to do would be to fight and die fighting, taking every one of those Covenant bastard with me. But I do not have the liberty, courage or freedom to make that choice. My duty is clear, and it is to protect the men and women of Earth and the UNSC-not a pack of outlaws and privateers. The logic is clear. If we stay and fight, they'll all die anyways."

"Preparing to enter Slipspace. Awaiting your order admiral." I announced.

As we began to enter Slipspace, I sensed an anomaly. The shields of my armor rippled. Where the hell was it coming from? I looked to chief and he was staring intently at his armor too.

" Hundreds for billions," the Admiral whispered. "Duty be damned… we swore to save every human life. I'm going to the 9th circle of the inferno for this." Whitcomb inhaled deeply and closed his eyes, trying to belay the tears that were already forming around his eyes.

" Go, Cortana. Get us out of here. God, or any higher power, please forgive me for what I am about to do."

**XXxXxXXXxxXxX**

We'd been ordered to report to the Officers' Clubroom. Or at least what was left of us, which was Grace, Linda, Will, Fred, Jun, Chief and I. Normally, the club would have been forbidden to us soldiers, however, nothing had been normal for what had been a long long time. The club had a huge table of oak, marred by the cigar scorches. There was a bar stocked with hundreds of bottles containing a myriad of liquors, from the average beer to the high-class scotch. The room's walnut walls were polished to a fine sheen where we could see our reflections in it. Along those walls was the UNSC flag, along with several photos of officers and past Captains of the Gettysburg, and finally several paintings of civil war-esque battlefields that depicted charging men, cavalry and camaraderie at its finest.

Whitcomb on Johnson entered the room, and we all snapped to rigid attention. "Officer on deck!" Chief shouted, and we all saluted.

"At ease," Whitcomb announced. "Please sit down."

Jun answered, "With respect Admiral, these chairs cannot support two tons of MJOLNIR armor."

"Of course. Well make yourselves as comfortable as you can. This is an informal meeting." Admiral snorted. "I wanted to see who was still on board after Corporal Locklear's... accident. Lieutenant Haverson is investigating this and he'll be up shortly. "

A dusty holo-pad near the bar flickered to life as Cortana's slender body appeared. The broken crystal and dust distorted her image and made her seem half melted. Johnson kindle stepped over to the bar and swept it clean.

"Thanks Sergeant." Cortana smiled and looked over her figure.

"My pleasure." He replied with a grin.

"Sir, what happened?" Will asked.

"We'll let Haverson explain to you." Whitcomb nodded.

Cortana faced the Admiral. "Sir," she said. "You'll want to know that there is no residual radiation or transient contacts, which means that we are finally undergoing a normal Slipspace jump.

Admiral Whitcomb sighed, easing into a leather-backed chair. "That's a blessing."

The door hissed open as Haverson carried a small plastic bag with shattered crystal in it. "Well, here's evidence that Halsey's crystal is indeed destroyed." He sealed the door as he sat next to the Admiral and set the small plastic bag on the table. "I found Locklear at the medical storage room. He detonated a bomb, and the crystal exploded with it, emitting high-energy gamma radiation in a burst. It's consistent with the burns on his body. If it means anything, his death was painless. All these fragments-" He tapped the bag, "Are all I found in the room. The rest of the crystal has to be somewhere else because what I found isn't sufficient mass to account for the entire crystal."

Cortana tapped her foot, and arched her eyebrows in mock curiosity. " If the radiation burst detected before our jump correlates with the destruction of our crystal, then there might be an alternate explanation. The timing between the explosion and the radiation flare was a miniscule difference, forty-seven milliseconds. Since the crystal had some interesting space and time bending properties, the missing fragments may have 'squeezed' out f the ship and into Slipspace.

Haverson's eyes widened in surprise and he asked incredulously," You mean pieces of the greatest scientific discovery in UNSC history, hell in all of human history is…. Lost in Slipspace?

"Yes." Cortana replied apologetically, "I'm sorry lieutenant."

"Hey, look on the bright side, the Covenant can't get to it anymore." Admiral Whitcomb said as he flicked the plastic bag with his fingers. "Or if they actually do all they're going to find is a bunch of busted fragments."

" I just wish I knew why Locklear did it." I said.

Everyone stayed quiet, the Spartans and I shifting in our heavy MJOLNIR armor. We looked to each other wondering the reason why the tough ODST decided to forsake his life like that.

Johnson cleared his throat. "The boy was on edge. After all you'd been through you'd have to expect that. He was an ODST, tough as nails and used to getting pounding like that. We worked with him for a while now and he wouldn't crack. He had a reason."

"Let's speculate this later, we can't discuss this rationally without everyone's perceptions coloured by the event. Save it for the debriefing we'll get when we get back. From here to Earth it should be rather smooth sailing, and then we can finally relax."

Chief snapped to attention. "Permission to speak, Admiral."

"Granted. Speak your mind Chief."

" I do not mean contradiction sir, but perhaps we shouldn't relax."

Whitcomb leaned forward, frowning. "I have a feeling I wont like this, but go ahead and explain yourself."

Chief explained our plan, how we would take a Covenant phantom and insert ourselves into the rendezvous location for the invading fleet of Covenant. We would then infiltrate the _Unyielding Hierophant_ and destroy it. Destroying their mobile command center would either cripple them or slow them down. Either way it'd buy Earth precious time to reinforce their defenses

Whitcomb stared without blinking and frankly replied, "Mission request denied."

We stood still, snapping to attention. He sighed.

"I understand your motivations, I really do. But I can't risk transporting your team to the rendezvous point. If we lose this ship, Earth doesn't get the warning." Admiral Whitcomb explained.

I spoke, "Sir, we will transition from Slipspace to normal space alone. Once our phantom clears from the gravitational influence of both our ships, the Slipspace field will deteriorate and we will enter normal space, you don't even need to stop. I checked with Cortana, only a minor course correction is required to put us on the correct intercept trajectory."

"Has a drop out of Slipspace ever been attempted in a ship so small?" Admiral asked.

Jun replied, "Yes sir, Slipspace probes perform the maneuver all the time, but the shearing stress and radiation are considerable. However, due to us all wearing MJOLNIR, we have a high chance of survival."

"Should." The Admiral echoed, his face dead-set. "As much as I want this to happen, you'll need Cortana to get past the Covenant security systems. She must make it to Earth. With the data she has on the Covenant, the Flood, and Halo, she's far too valuable to risk. You must understand that."

Chief leaned back in understanding. "I hadn't considered that. Understood sir."

Cortana suddenly exclaimed, causing us all to jump, " Oh! Sorry. There's another way." Covenant icons entered the streams of symbols flowing across her body. " I found a duplication program in the Covenant AI we encountered on the Ascendant Justice. I used it too reproduce my language-translation routines. I might use to to copy my infiltration programming into the Spartans. It has side effects and it wont be a full copy, but it should give them enough to bypass the security barriers."

Whitcomb sighed deeply as he went to the bar and grabbed a bottle of whiskey and several crystal glasses on a tray. "I assume you Spartans won't join me in a drink?"

We all didn't move, but Jun made a step towards the whiskey. I stopped him, and replied for our team. "No sir. Thank you sir."

Jun scowled and chuckled slightly to himself. "Can't blame a man for trying."

Whitcomb set a glass for Haverson, Sergeant Johnson and himself. Before he poured, he set the bottle down, and shook his head.

"You understand that you will be on your own, and that my only priority must be Earth."

"Yes sir." Chief replied.

"The risk?" Admiral Whitcomb whispered. "It's a one-way ticket. If you're willing to do it, if you can slow the Covenant assault, and you can delay Armageddon for even a while, it might be worth the trade."

We had no reply. We had survived almost impossible odds before. Yet the Admiral was right. Something seemed final about this mission. Something told me that some of us wouldn't be getting out of here. This was acceptable. The cause more than justified the sacrifice of seven when measured against billions on Earth.

Whitcomb stood and said, "Very well, Master Chief. Mission request approved."

**XXxXxXXXxxXxX**

I parked the overhead robotic dolly next to the side hatch of the Phantom. The dolly held several tons of steel I-beams. Will grabbed the cargo and hauled it inside, where Fred and Sergeant Johnson welded them in place. This was the final reinforcement to the dropship. The interior was so cramped that two of us could barely pass one another.

We'd welded layers of led, alloy fibers, and Titanium-A hull plates we removed from the Gettysburg. According to Cortana's calculations, this was the only way to give us more than 50-50 odds of emerging from a Slipspace transition intact.

Jun monitored the display of a computer repair cart, then called Chief over. "Cortana is ready for you Chief."

Chief marched over to the cart and let Jun hook up the interface to the base of his neck. "This should feel normal."

Chief grunted, and then said, "She feels, a bit emptier than normal." Linda walked past him, approaching the opposite side of the Phantom dropship, her robot dolly filled with rifles, ammunition mines and explosives. Grace popped her head out from the inside, and Linda handed the female Spartan an armful of M7 SMGs.

I detected a slight limp to her side, and a nearly tiny imperceptible awkwardness to her.

"Linda, are you okay?" I asked with concern. She shrugged. That told me all I needed to know. The gesture was hard to perform due to the pure force multiplying circuits that resided in the MJOLNIR. It spoke volumes about how Linda was coordinated.

" Halsey said I needed a month's bed rest. But I'm fine Lieutenant, or Noble, not sure what to call you."

"Just call me noble."

"Well, I still have this." She picked her sniper off the dolly, and slung it over her shoulder with grace. She also patted her helmet. "I still have this. Even though the Covenant almost shot it off last time. I can take care of myself. I've never let my team down, I don't plan to now."

Chief and I were both leaders on this mission, and I wanted to order her to stay behind. But we needed her. We needed her skill. From what Chief told me, her sniper skills made Jun seem like an untrained gunman in comparison. Jun didn't take to kindly to the exaggeration, but from both of their service records, Linda had a slight advantage.

If I could have done this mission myself, I would have made everyone stay. However we all knew the risks and payoffs. It was as good a final fate as anyone could ask for.

We'd recently changed the dropships registry tag, so it wouldn't register the origin as Ascendant Justice. Our total COM channel clicked, and Cortana announced, "Ten minutes till drop zone. Make final preparations to launch. You get one shot."

"Roger that!" Spartans on deck!" Chief replied.

Haverson met me outside, and extended his hand to me. "This is it. Good luck out there."

I gently shook it, " You too Elias."

We assembled outside, and Chief took the head of the formation.

Whitcomb looked us once over. "I'd wish you luck, but you Spartans make your own. Let me just saw I'll see you when all this is over."

He saluted, and we returned it.

"One last order. "Admiral said.

"Yes sir?"

"Give them hell."


	24. Suicide Mission

**Suicide Mission**

The Covenant phantom we were in dipped and rolled like a bat out of hell as it spun out of control. It tumbled and pitched forcing one of the steel beams welded to the hull to buck and snap in half. We were all strapped to the hull in very tight harnesses. They had a quick release function, but none of us gave any thought to the little button, as we hung on to the harnesses for dear life. The SAW I strapped onto my back shuddered while I held my BR55 tightly in my hands. Everyone else carried an assortment of MA5 and DMR rifles with the odd battle rifle and SAW. Linda as well as Jun carried their snipers. Grace carried a HE grenade launcher with her as well. Chief held a shotgun for close combat purposes.

The forward monitor was pitch-black because there really was nothing for us to see in Slipspace. The only light inside our phantom came from the eerie purple lights in the dropship, as well as the chemical light sticks that children would use. After you cracked them they'd light up. The plastic cute little sticks cracked, and their toxic and luminous contents balled into microscopic blobs, noodling around in the air. Although I'd already pressurized the gel in my MJOLNIR to maximum, I still felt like a baby in a rollercoaster. This "ride" started when we'd cleared Ascendant Justice's launch bay and entered Slipspace. This was normal Slipspace, and I finally understood why only big ships traveled through Slipspace.

Our team's biosigns were erratic but still fine. No broken bones or internal bleeding. We all chatted somewhat normally, which was a good sign that we were reasonably calm about our currently 50-50 life or death situation. It really was all we could do until we cleared the Slipspace field that was generated by the Ascendant Justice.

I ran a quick diagnostic on my shields. They were fine, but were continually getting drained by the ambient radiation around us.

" I'm really missing Cortana right now. She'd have said something to distract us by now." I said.

Chief nodded, and looked to his team, " Status?"

We all gave him the thumbs up signal.

Fred chimed in, "This isn't that bad. Last insertion I made, we hit the ground before our dropship. We were-"

The dropship lurched violently, and the port wall ruptured, throwing us around despite the padding and hydrostatic gel. I groaned in pain, as did the others as we were tossed like ragdolls.

"What was that? Did we make it?" John shook himself and looked around.

We hung in our harnesses, barely conscious. There were spheres of lead and other pieces of the hull floating like bubbles in a fizzy drink around the interior of the hull.

"Affirmative." The cloned Cortana whispered. "Picking up a large volume of COM traffic from the Covenant. They've pinged us three times for a response. Waiting on your orders sir. "

"How're you picking up a signal in a lead lined hull?"

"The hull is breached, and the Covenant forces are in extremely close proximity."

"Stand by," John informed her. He told us all to hit our quick releases, and grabbed a first aid kit to strap onto his chest.

"So where are we?" Will asked.

I looked at the forward monitors, but of course it was dead. "There's only one way to find out. I got the portside hatch. Fred, check the starboard side."

"You got it Noble." Fred replied.

I rotated the manual release of the hatch and it eased open without a squeak. Beyond us was the pitch black of space, filled with beautiful stars that shone a brilliant yellow, amber and crimson. I clipped a tether onto my suit, and hopped out.

Looking outside, I felt like an old astronaut looking at things never seen before. However in this case I'd seen these things too many times. There were so many of them. The Covenant was amassing in morbidly huge numbers. A cruiser glided like a silent predator three meters away. All I could see was its shimmering blue hull, its plasma turrets with their lateral lines aglow with fire, and the purple magenta flare of its engine cones as it passed. Then I saw the rest of them.

There were what had to have been dozens of Covenant cruisers and larger carriers. There were huge vessels that looked like super-carriers that were at least two kilometers from stern to stern and carried dozens of deadly energy projectors. Motes of bright deadly light shimmered and swirled between the numerous ships. Seraph fighters, dropships, tiny stealth ships, and destroyers jumped around.

I was truly scared, and stared for several seconds. I finally got myself more under control and asked Cortana, "How many ships are we looking at?"

"There are currently two hundred forty-seven warships," she replied. " Estimation of the total population based off of your field of vision plus the total number at more than 500 Covenant warships of varying sizes."

I froze, my armored gauntlets locking onto the edge of the hatch, my arms failing to respond. 500? This was more firepower than I'd ever seen, more than anybody had ever seen. This fleet could obliterate any defensive force. It didn't matter whether or not the Admiral got through with his warning, the Covenants opening salvo would be a tidal wave of plasma that would obliterate all of Earth's orbital fortresses before we could fire a single shot.

" What do you see out there?" Master Chief asked.

" 500 warships. Where have you ever seen this magnitude of destructive power?" I replied.

" Halo. We stopped that threat, but we can stop that one too." John replied.

I realized that we had to do this for all of Earth, and all of humanity. Our entire plan called for the infiltration and destruction of the _Unyielding Hierophant_, the Covenant command-and-control station. Would that stop this? No it wouldn't. But it'd definitely buy Earth enough time to come up with a plan to counter this giant armada.

" They pinged three times?" I asked Cortana.

" Affirmative. They've been curious about our status, but no as much as you would expect. There's a ton of COM traffic, and they're probably only interested in us as a navigational hazard." She replied to both Chief and I.

Chief took the initiative and replied. " Send a signal and explain that our engines are crippled and we'll need assistance to move. Let's see if we can get them to take us to the command station for some repairs."

"Message done."

Chief relayed what he just heard to our team. "Wake up people. Weapons and armor check on the double!"

Fred checked his DMR and winked his acknowledgment light on. Will looked for his MA5B, grabbed it and nodded. The rest winked on their acknowledgment lights, which pulsed in our HUDs. We couldn't fail: The fate of humanity lay in our hands.

The copied Cortana informed us. "Covenant C&C responding to our request. They were too busy to take a very close look at us, and a ferry is en route to take us in for repairs."

I popped inside the dropship, and looked at everyone, checking for suit integrity and malfunctions. I found none. Linda had some more replacement parts, and they were in pristine condition. I almost whistled when I inspected her. I patter her shoulder and gave her a thumbs- up.

Grace unraveled a large duffel bag, which carried our explosive ordnance. "Load out is all here. Heavy or light?"

John answered. "Anything you can carry. All heavy except for Linda and Jun. We need both of you to hang back and over us with your Sniper rifles. Grab and SMG if things get hot, but keep it light and take anything that'll keep that sniper working in the field.

Both said nothing, winking their acknowledgment lights on. I recognized both of their tones. This was the "sniper" mode, that all trained marksmen would go into. They were focusing and narrowing their thought process so they could do what they did best: One shot, one kill.

The rest of us strapped up on explosives, detonators, fiber-optic probes, and I grabbed one anti-tank mine just in case.

I advised the team. "Stay off the COM. We can't risk one of them patching in. Not when we're so close. We can't take any chances right now."

We all nodded, and snapped our COM off. Lead lining or not, there were too many ears to risk it. I moved to the port hatch, and slid the fiber-optic probe outside, hooking it to the rest of the team. I studied what was going on, and saw the covenant tug maneuvering us through the fleet, up and around a hundred times our size. There was a moment when we dived, and we saw nothing on screen save the stars and the blackness of space. I got a glimpse of a gold star on the HUD, and the video feed moved over to the planet-star smeared with clouds sulfur dioxide and an orbiting moon of what looked like pure silver.

The tug faced a new ship in the distance. This one was huge, looking like two giant super-carriers fused together to make a giant Mobius strip.

They moved towards the ship, and I saw some more details of the ship. Narrow and pointed spikes radiated from the narrow midpoint of the vessel and connected to an eerily beautiful ring that I'd never seen before. Plastic-like see through tubes extended from either bulbous section and moved slowly over the central section. I looked even closer, and saw a ring rotating around.

What the hell? It had a ring? Was it rotating? But the Covenant had gravitational technology. They didn't need rotating sections to simulate gravity. They had cruisers and carriers docked onto the ring. The behemoth perspective of the structure clicked into place as the carriers looked like toys compared to the giant ring. They had to be 50 kilometers end to end. This was the _Unyielding Hierophant_.

The tug moved straight towards the ship. Ironically enough it was the last place I wanted to be. There was not telling what sensors they had, but I really couldn't take any chances. I retreated into the ship, and eased the hatch shut.

I waited with the rest of my team, and three minutes ticked by on the mission clock. I controlled my breathing and focused my mind. This was the most important mission of my life so far.

Gravity suddenly lurched in my stomach, and metallic clatters along the hull shuddered my bones. Atmosphere hissed in through the cracks.

We stood up, and Chief pointed at Fred and Grace and then to the starboard hatch. They leveled their rifles and moved. He and Linda moved to the port side hatch. Jun, Will and I stood in the middle, covering in case.

I wasn't sure what kind of reception waited for me on the other side of those hatches, but one thing was certain- we'd have to face it head-on. There was nowhere to hide inside the interior of the dropship, and the moment we were out, we had no one but each other to count on. The port hatch cracked and squeaked open.

Linda and John aimed their rifles.

A rubbery tentacle reached in, and I quickly stretched my hand out. I recognized the limb. It had to be an engineer. Calm little thing did no harm, and I felt bad doing anything to harm it. Two more engineers popped open the hatch and bolted through. As long as we left the aliens to their jobs, we wouldn't have a problem. However, what else is out there?

I slid the fiber optic probe outside, and transmitted my findings to the rest of the team. A large line of dropships, seraph fighters and spirits stretched away into the shadows. Swarms of those engineers, almost a thousand of them hovered and drifted around the bay. They moved parts, disassembled and reassembled parts of the hull, and plumbed plasma coils affixed to cannons. There was no welcome party for some strange reason.

I turned the small little probe up and stared at a latticework deck overhead with tools, welders, and spotlights hanging like vines in a forest. It was as good as a place to get our bearings. I pointed at Linda and Will, the pointed at the hatch. The nodded, and moved out.

Five painful seconds later, acknowledgment lights winked on from them. It was safe. The tension and anticipation was palpable here. I grabbed the upper lip of the hatchway and flipped up onto the top of the phantom. I grabbed one of the cords and pulled myself up onto the deck where Linda and wall aimed their weapons and covered our bases.

The rest followed up and scrambled silently into the darkness. Chief pointed two fingers at his faceplate, and made a flat fan motion across the space of the bay. We moved to carefully scan the area.

From our currently shadowy overview, I noticed that the place was a repair-and-refit facility, with slots for thousands of ships. The titanic room curved out of view three hundred meters in each direction. It must be running the circumference of the control center.

Apart from the thousands of engineers, I spotted two grunts wearing white masks. That wasn't something I'd seen before. They pushed cards containing barrels of fluids, which should be easy to avoid. There was a pile of junk at the alcove next to a transparent wall. But the pile of charred plasma coils and Covenant alloys wasn't what interested me. It was the holographic terminal.

I clicked my COM, and pointed to the pile. Chief held up two fingers, and pointed to the alcove. We all nodded, as Linda and Jun dropped to the deck, sprinted silently across the bay before melting into the shadows near the alcove. Grace moved to follow, as I scanned the bay for hostiles. The rest of us crossed, kneeling behind a giant plasma coil.

Fred and Linda moved to the terminal and covered the sides. Chief moved to the terminal and pulled Cortanas chip from his armor. I winced, as that didn't look comfortable. He inserted the slot into the input slot and eased back into the darkness.

"I'm in." Cortana reported over the COM. "I have secured our own channel and encrypted the signal, so we're clear to use this COM."

"Thank god. The tension was killing me." Jun muttered.

"Good work." John questioned. " Is there a central reactor in the station? What are its defenses?"

"Stand by. Working. I have to move carefully, there are covenant security intelligences in the system."

If this copy of Cortana had half of her infiltration routines and skills, this would be a breeze. For the limited time I'd worked with her I'd never seen her not be able to crack anything. After a heart shattering several seconds, Cortana spoke.

" I have schematics. The good news is that the central reactor complex has several lopes that have power to repel the collision of a small moon. What this means to us is that if I can overload one reactor, it will saturate the-"

John interrupted, not out of annoyance but of necessity. "Will it explode?"

"Yes. It has enough to vaporize both sections."

Will cocked his head in confusion. "Wait a second, then what's the bad news?"

" The control system is isolated. You need to physically deliver me there."

" Where is there exactly." I asked.

" Seven kilometers away."

I considered this. Definitely possible, but we'd need a lot of timing, patience and luck to do this.

John replied. " Is there any way to leave you in the central system until we need you? There's no way we can cross seven kilometers without having a way to bypass security systems. I am not about to take that chance with my team.

The duplicate Cortana was silent for a while. "There is a way," She finally mentioned. " Cortana not only copied me, she copied the duplicating software used for me. I can use this to copy another myself in to the system. There are risks however. Each successive copy contains problems that I can't correct. There are several unforeseen complications with using copies of a copy."

" Do it. The risks are well worth the benefits." Chief ordered.

"Working." Cortana said.

One minute ticked off the mission timer as we pondered the outcome of the mission. Finally the data chip ejected from the terminal, and we breathed a sigh of relief.

"Done." Cortana informed over the inter-team COM. " I'm in. There's an exit to the bay thirty meters to your left. I will black out the security cameras there and open the door in twenty seconds. "

John grabbed the chip and reinserted it back into his skull. He shook his helmet, and then waved his hand for us to move out. We nodded, and crouch-ran for thirty meters before piling through the access panel, which snapped shut behind us.

We proceeded, hunching over, crawling in incredibly tight spaces to the point in which we'd have to shut down our shields. We followed Cortana's directions for kilometers, stopping every time she commanded to avoid motion sensors, dodging huge circulation fan blades, and edging incredibly close to transformer coils.

" I feel like a rat in a pipe." Jun groaned as he hoofed it behind me. I laughed slightly, as we continued going. Finally, after nearly five bone-crushing hours, the route opened out to a waste access duct. Blue light flooded the tunnel as we looked around, blinking our eyes to regain our vision after being in the dark for so long. We were in the back of an alley with walls towering ten meters to either side. So this was what their toilets looked like. A jackal moved over to us as I threw myself farther down the duct.

" Is he?" Grace asked.

" He is." I groaned. I crawled slowly up to be hit by a spray of liquid. I grabbed the jackal with an armored gauntlet, and pulled it into the duct before snapping its neck.

"We're clear. Move out." I informed the rest of the team.

Now that we were out, we were able to appreciate the full stature of the giant room. The station was hollow inside, and a light beam shot through the center, and an azure blue light fired through the center. It provided near day like illumination. There were needle-thin spires, huge pyramids, and columned temples. Catwalks moved with capsules that whisked passengers everywhere. Water flowed along the walls that dropped into great hollow towers that sprouted from the bottom.

I whistled in awe. The Covenant warriors were incredibly grandiose, but I'd never seen something like this. Banshees flew in formation through the center space of the great room, as did flocks of birds. It looked almost like a surrealist painting come to life.

We focused on our objective, the window to the repair bays. It was set in a far wall glistening. "That's the window to the repair bays." John spied them and pointed them out.

"Correct," Cortana replied.

" We know the way out. What about our primary objective?"

"One o'clock. It's the most direct route to the reactor chambers. " She replied.

I moved out of the hole, and hugged the nearby wall as the rest followed. Shadows in the bright daylight would do a great job at camouflaging us.

John commanded us. "Get oriented team. Our target is at one o clock. Thee hundred sprint across open ground. We'll make a break for it."

Linda and Jun asked in unison, " Permission to post on the rooftop and provide cover."

John nodded. " Inform me when you're there and in position."

Jun grabbed a grappling hook and tossed it over the roof. He tugged it once as it caught and quickly ascended. Linda grabbed the rope and followed up.

I shouldered my SAW and thumbed the safety off. Chief pulled out his assault rifle and got ready to sprint.

The acknowledgment light winked once, and John took off, sprinting incredibly fast and slammed into a group of grunts. Three quick shots rang out as they instantly died from the sniper rounds in their skulls. Incredibly quickly, he found himself on the stairs of the building.

Jun reported. " Good so far. Unarmed Elites, but a hunter pair is advancing on your position. Stand by."

A quintet of shots rattled the air like bombs or thunderclaps.

Linda announced. "Threat neutralized. The rest of them are scattering. Banshees are approaching; I'm relocating my position. "

I followed quickly as we charged into the temple. The interior was cold, external temperature recorded near freezing. Light filtered in trough stained-glass windows tinged lavender, cobalt, turquoise and brass. Three rows of giant columns ran the length of the rectangular structure. Looked good for an ambush as I pressed my back against the pillar, covering my team as they entered.

"Update on station security." John ordered.

" Dozens of reports on the security channel. I've got them covered."

Another Cortana voice broke I over the first. " Be advised, there are ceremonial guards in the temple. We have not encountered this race before. They're called brutes. They can't be a significant threat or they would have been used in previous military operations. Last known operation they were used on was Reach."

"Oh shit." I said.

" You've seen these things before?" John asked

" Yes. Think a fast hunter carrying a grenade launcher." I said.

" Not surprising. The name brute doesn't sound very promising."

I wasn't just worried about that. There seemed to be more than one Cortana in the system, and what that meant for us was that she was replicating. Chief waved us forward ad took point. I followed up the rear, and suddenly there was a flicker on my motion sensor behind me, right before it vanished.

I held up my hand and whistled. The team froze.

" Watch yourself. These things are incredibly fast." I warned.

Incredibly fast, the shadow moved around the pillar Chief was behind. I fired several rounds into the Brute, and it simply howled in rage. Three huge explosions detonated in front of me, puncturing Grace's stomach. I sprinted towards her motionless body and covered her. The first Brute howled a blood-curdling cry and charged at me. I faced these things before and didn't take any chances. I emptied a full clip from my SAW into it. Its blue gray skin was riddled with holes as it hit the ground.

I looked forward and saw John getting strangled by one. I charged forward and slammed him off, pinning him to the ground with my weight. It struggled mightily, then no more as I quickly pulled out a knife and stabbed its throat. It's hate filled red eyes glazed over as it slumped to the ground. I lobbed a grenade at two more advancing brutes, which fell back and were promptly put down by accurate bursts from Will and Fred.

I yelled loudly. "Group up!" Will, Fred and Chief moved to cover me, and Grace lay motionless on the floor. No time to worry about it now. A brute came from a basalt pillar to my left, in his arms the brute shot fixed with a razor blade. I put it down quickly with concentrated fire, but more were coming. I saw several approaching from fifty meters away.

Chief pulled the LOTUS mine from his back, and threw it in a wide arc across the temple hall. It slammed into a brute's chest, and the pack stared at it in confusion.

"Fire in the hole!" He yelled.

The mine detonated in a plume of flash of thunder and smoke. When the smoke cleared, the pack of brutes lay on the floor; smoke trailing from the holes in their chests. The entrance was sealed, and no motion contacts were registering. We were relatively safe for the moment as I knelt next to Grace. Her bio signs flat lined. I shook my head and popped open a tiny access panel on Grace's armor power source. I entered in the code 1170 and stood up. The code unlocked a fail safe that would overload her power pack, and burn everything within a ten-meter radius. This would be Grace's funeral pyre.

" No time to mourn. We need to move." I muttered to myself.

" Cortana, which way?" Chief said.

" Proceed into the temple thirty meters. Turn right into the sealed doorway. Hurry. I'm encountering increase resistance. Word of intruders is spreading through their COM systems. "

There was a curious and strange echo to her voice, which I relayed to Chief by clicking my COM and mouthing the word echo. Maybe it was feedback, or maybe it was the 'complications' she was warning about of using a copy of a copy."

" Roger." Chief said, and waved us forward. We allowed one last look at the body of Grace before marching quickly and silently ahead. There were no more contacts in the temple, but I looked around to see the entire Covenant in murals painted on the walls. They looked like they were moving, and the shadows and filtered light accentuated the feeling. My helmet cam recorded this, and I wished I had time to record all of it.

We moved quickly, and parted the access doorway, which was narrow and forced us to crouch and crab walk sideways. It ended in a ninety-degree drop that we gently slid down.

Up ahead of us, I saw a large cavern hewn from rough stone that vanished into the shadows. Hundreds of fusion reactors that looked like spiraling seashells on a beach filled the space, stacked neatly in rows and columns. Each was the size of a Pelican and thrummed in unison. The open areas right between the reactors were a mass tentacular masterpiece of plasma conduits and were alive with action as swarms of Engineers tended the fragile machinery.

It was some terrific engineering. For a bunch of xenophobic freaks anyway. Will pointed across the room to a small platoon of three Jackals who walked across a catwalk. We held position and stayed motionless until they were out of sight.

"There," Cortana instructed. "Across the platform is the terminal on the reactor subsystem."

I counted to three, clanked my fist, and John took off sprinting towards the terminal. He made it safely and inserted the chip into the terminal. Three seconds later, she was in.

Cortana reported, " I'm in. Very few Covenant counter-intrusion measures in this system fortunately. I can accomplish the overload. I've also found an exit room for your team, and uploaded it to your NAV. It should be easy enough for you to return to the repair bay undetected. Once there you can give me the order and I can begin. It will take ten minutes for the overload to begin. There's no stopping or going back after I start his, so be sure when you make the call."

" This station and the fleet might jump to Earth in the next ten minutes." John said urgently. He looked to us, and we all nodded. We knew what he was thinking.

"Proceed with the overload now."

The azure light shifted to a crimson hue like a poison as it spread to the interconnecting conduits.

"Overload commencing." The cloned Cortana announced. "I suggest you go at top speed to the exit."

A NAV triangle indicated a ladder that ran to the catwalk overhead. The three Jackals were patrolling above. I took the initiative and slung my battle rifle. Three bursts later. They lay dead on the catwalk and we were up on the catwalk. Chief swept the area, looking for danger at both directions before waving us forward.

The timer red 9.47, as the heat and light from the reactors grew stronger and flared our shields slightly. We double-timed it down the catwalk into an elevator, which ascended and opened to reveal artificial blue sunlight, and two Elites waiting for it. We raised our rifles and put two bullets in their heads before they could utter a warble, leaving a spray of blood across the floor.

Chief edged around the frame of the door, and noticed a tangle of pipes and fountains, along with a curious spiral waterway in the center. This was a heat exchange plant. Already the water was steaming and boiling, and I could almost feel its heat when I brushed up against it.

Covenant Elite and Hunter pairs converged the entrance of the temple we'd recently blown apart. Over it dozens of Banshee fliers circled the riot.

A gang of grunts forced an opening to the temple, uncovering a brilliant flash of light and fire the burned out in a plume that vaporized everything but the Banshee fliers.

I heard John whisper sadly. "Good-bye, Grace."

The detonation would buy us some more time while the Covenant bastards would try and figure out what just happened. Grace's death had taken out at least 20 Covenant; I think she'd have been pleased with that.

I spotted the band of translucent material on the far wall: our exit. This would lead to the repair bays and the airlocks beyond. The mission timer read 8:42. We'd have to get there fast.

My gaze locked onto the Banshees flying around in the air. Jun and Linda could be anywhere along this giant place. Reading my mind John clicked his COM

"Do not reply. Covenant are triangulating signals. When they get close with their Banshees to reconnoiter, take them out, we need the Banshees." He sent a message to Jun and Linda

There was no answer.

Four Banshees peeled off and turned towards us. We aimed carefully at the Banshees, but they seemed to give up as they banked and returned to the temple. I clicked my COM three times, and they immediately wheeled about and dive-bombed towards us with their plasma cannons crackling for imminent discharge.

I heard a loud quartet of cracks, as the Banshees quickly dipped to the ground at maximum speed.

" Our resident snipers are here." I muttered. Judging from the blood spray, they'd somehow managed to send their bullets through the tiny exposed area of the cockpit, and unleashed a lethal ricochet. Staring at the catwalks above us, they had to be on one of them.

Four impossible shots, and four kills. This was incredible sniping. I looked all over the station, and yet It was impossible to spot them. John waved us into the Banshees and pointed to the far wall, before lowering his hand to the ground, indicating that we should skim as close to dirt as possible. I veered off in a wide arc hoping to divert attention away from my team as I buzz-cut the tops of domes and statues of giant Elites in ornate armor. Grunts and Jackals scattered as I approached and fired at them.

Four fliers fell in behind me as I dodged back and forth, barrel rolling and dipping and rising as plasma bolts sizzled and crackled left and right. I risked a quick look over my shoulder and saw the four fliers drop to the ground, crashing into the surface and sickeningly exploding. They still had my back.

I pushed the throttle to full and made it to the window where Will, Fred, and John grounded their fliers. John tossed Fred his last anti tank mine.

"Get on that window and set a remote trigger." He then risked an open COM channel to the copy of Cortana in the station system. "Can you open the air locks in the repair bay?"

A flurry of loud voices assailed our COM, forcing me to decrease the volume. All of them had the same voice and tone, Cortana's. One finally burst through the cacophony. " Chief. Go ahead. I've spun off a copy dedicated to communicating with you."

" How many copies are there?" I asked in amazement.

" Hundreds. The Covenant AI overwhelmed me. Many errors in my systems. I cannot remain coherent much longer. I shall override the safety lockouts and open the air locks. My systems are fragmenting."

I looked at the cityscape and watched legions of wraith tanks rolling onto the streets. Grunts, Jackals, Elites, and even several Brutes raced from building to building. Banshees and Ghosts buzzed through the air and ground.

The timer read 7:45.

"Linda and Jun are back there. If I'm not back in three minutes, blow that window out and exit." John ordered us.

Fred hesitated and then nodded. I hopped into a Banshee as well.

" Noble, go back. Now."

" You can't fit three in a Banshee!" I argued back.

John said nothing, but I could tell he was smiling from behind his helmet. He gunned the throttle as I followed, Halsey's words resonating in our minds. Save every single human life, no matter the cost.

We had to get them out alive-or die trying.

I punched my Banshee to top speed.

There was another explosion at the temple as plumes of steam geysered into the air, forcing the circling formations of Banshees to scatter.

John was up head, tucking into the fuselage of the flier and forced every bit of acceleration from the tiny craft. A pair of Banshees swooped in and heated their plasma weapons. I braced for impact, but there was none.

I craned my neck backwards and noticed the two pilots slumping out of their Banshees.

They still had us covered. They had to be close.

We scanned the area, looking for anything that had enough glare to cover a sniper. Here were spires, water towers, transport tubes and huge catwalks that crisscrossed the center. There were a huge number of walkways near the central beam of light.

I clicked my COM channel. " Jun are you out there? I figured you'd need a ride-"

An energy mortar blasted over my shoulder, draining my shields to half with its ionizing radiation. It slammed into a steaming water tank and detonated it into blinding steam.

I gunned it towards the most likely location Jun and Linda was, and Chief was right by my side ducking and weaving. The mission timer read 7:06.

"What if they don't what to be found?" I yelled over my COM to John, who thought about it for a while before he barked into his COM.

"Position report! Direct Order!"

Three seconds ticked off and suddenly a whistle shrilled through our COM and a NAV marker appeared on our HUDS. The marker centered on a rope that dangled barely through the light beam, and was cloaked even further by a nearby catwalk. I couldn't see anything there. I flicked on and polarized my visor to 200%, and through the light and shadow I saw the flicker of two-sniper optics pointing out.

They'd used both the brilliant light and the black darkness to hide. We angled the Banshee to them, and clipper the tether line from my belt to the Banshee. When I was thirty meters away I saw them.

They were dangling from the tiny rope, coiled around their boot and their legs so they were in a seating position. They held their sniper in one arm, which meant they'd accomplished those impossible shots with one hand. In a fluid motion, they uncoiled the rope, tethered themselves towards us, and swung up.

My hand slapped firmly into Jun's Gauntlet, and he landed on my back.

"Nice of you to drop in." I joked.

"You're welcome for the cover." He jabbed right back.

We spun our Banshees about, and accelerated to the windows. Jun turned around and pointed his sniper rifle out, firing at the Banshees following us and bringing them down. A crack, a Banshee went down, smoking. Another crack, a Jackal sniper hit the deck behind us, a hole in its neck.

"Coming in hot!" John yelled. "Open those doors team!"

Fred winked his light on as I commanded Cortana. "Breach those air locks Cortana, double time!"

A cacophony of voices filled the COM, and I couldn't make a single thing coherent.

"Cortana!"

"Apologies, working. Too much COM traffic. So many of us, to much saturation. Stand by."

An explosion rocked the giant wall and left a spider-web of cracks along the meter-thick section.

But the goddamn window held.

Three hundred meters to the window.

"CORTANA! NOW OR NEVER!" I yelled.

Behind us, the banshee fliers and ghosts on the ground advanced on us, behind them phantoms moving. Several more cracks rang out, and some of them dropped down.

The COM went dead, but the air lock doors opened. Fred and Will's Banshees appeared off my starboard vision and I fired at the wall. They followed, emptying our plasma cannons all into the meter thick wall. Thirty meters. We'd either make it or not. Either way we did our mission. I nearly wanted to cry from the frustration and madness that had happened over the past couple of days.

Ten meters. The windows smooth surface flashed into a beautiful mosaic of shattered glass. Pressurized atmosphere filled the interior of the station. Five hundred cruisers and other ships were up ahead, confused and without leadership. Tendrils of steam flash froze into space behind us, shattering and reforming glittering icy crystals.

I spotted a dropship drifting a kilometer ahead, dead in space. I set a NAV marker onto it, and we carried ourselves quickly to the dropship while the others were still blown back by the atmosphere.

I prayed to god that the rest of the Fleet would be busy figuring out what had happened. We'd bought a little time. We'd accomplished our mission, and that was enough. I hopped onto the ship and Linda manned the pilot console. Fred stood beside her manning the ops station.

"Where to?" Linda asked.

" Anywhere but here. Slow. Do not attract attention." He pointed to the tiny moon. "The moons shadow. Right there."

My countdown timer read 5:00. We might still have time to exfil.

"Roger that." Linda said.

The dropship spun and went excruciatingly slow towards the tiny moon covered in black and silver pockmarks. I hesitated for a second and looked at the fleet. Hundreds of ships without control, but how much would that last? We'd only bought a little time. That wasn't enough, but it was all we could do.

Fred was hunched over his console, and thick spiky lines representing the covenant COM bands fluxed and flickered on his screen. Covenant COM channels are jammed." He reported. "They're wondering what the hell is going on. The stations COM channel is full of the copied Cortanas, and she's just going crazy in their systems."

"What about this one? This looks almost like ours." I asked, leaning over Fred's shoulder. Pointing at a COM band with only one spike.

Fred looked, and gasped." If the translation software is working correctly, that's one of ours." Will took the initiative and snapped on the external speakers. Six tones beeped, stopped, and then repeated.

"Hah. You guys know what he's saying?" I laughed out loud.

"He's saying better late than never." Chief chuckled.

"About time you guys showed up." The Texan voice of Whitcomb came out loud and clear over the COM. Encryption scheme rainbow."

John nodded to Fred, who inserted a chip into the Covenant data port. "Decryption online." Fred reported.

"Admiral? What are you doing here?" I asked, all concept of rank forgotten in amazement.

Whitcomb laughed again. "Lieutenant Haverson suggested we drop out of Slipspace on the edge of this system, hide in the asteroid belt and gather some intelligence. Well I took one look and figured that no matter what happened there'd still be several hundred Covenant ships within a stones throw to Earth. We wouldn't have made a difference on Earth. But we will now. You've done your part Chief, now leave the rest to me and the Lieutenant."

There was a pause, and Whitcomb asked. "You got it done right?"

"Yes sir. Four minutes and counting." John linked his mission timer to Whitcomb.

" Perfect. Bring em to the farm. Stay on your heading, we're waiting for you."

John motioned to Linda to increase the velocity.

We all shrugged, we'd find out what he was planning eventually. I clanked Chief's fist quickly as we arced around to the far side, where the battered _Gettysburg _waited for us.

But only the _Gettysburg_, there was no sign of the _Ascendant Justice_.

"Last time I checked, this thing had two ships connected to it."

**XXxXxXXXxxXxX**

We stepped off the lift and onto the bridge of the _Gettysburg_. We made to salute, but all we saw were two people on the bridge. Sergeant Johnson who stared at the forward view screens, and Cortana, whose holographic figure burned bright blue. He looked over in frustration, and noted that not all of them had returned.

"I'm not sure what that thing is. But nice job." Johnson stared at the command-and-control station.

"Where's the Admiral? And Haverson?" Chief asked.

The Sergeants smile darkened and his eyes darkened. He moved to station one. "I'll show you, a spy drone is in position."

The center view screen showed the _Ascendant Justice_ moving from the shadow of the moon. The once magnificent flagship was breached in a dozen places, its skeletal frame exposed.

"What's going on?" I asked. I stepped closer to Cortana's hologram. Being near the real Cortana gave me great reassurance that everything was under control.

Stand by. I'm going to attune _Ascendant Justice's_ Slipspace drive to the _Gettysburg_'s mass and profile."

"That was what we were up to. We slapped the Slipspace matrix onto the Gettysburg." Johnson informed us.

John wheeled. Why was it approaching the fleet? What the hell was going on? A Decoy? I looked at the timer. 2:09 left.

"Not a decoy. A lure." I said. "Sergeant, get a signal to the _Ascendant Justice. _Bounce it off the spy drone."

"Roger, Chief. "Johnson said and tapped in commands.

"Linda, NAV station. Fred, Ops. Will, help the Sergeant on weapons one. Noble, get over here."

We jumped to our assigned stations.

" Com patch established, on viewscreen two." Will announced to us.

The bridge appeared on screen, where Lieutenant Haverson and Whitcomb stood on the central dais, adjusting the holographic controls. Behind them, the wall displays showed Covenant ships closing in.

Whitcomb smiled a genuine one. " Glad to see you aboard son."

"Sir, that fleet will kill you before you can fire a single salvo."

" Nope." Haverson laughed as he tapped the holographic display. A crystalline shard appeared. " I'm sending this image to every ship in this system and letting them know it's theirs for the taking. If they dare to board this ship and face Earth's best warriors." He laughed again. "I think it'll appeal to those Elites and their overinflated sense of honor."

John nodded. "Yes, sir. It will."

I looked at the timer, 1:42.

The Covenant fleet turned and faced the incoming _Ascendant Justice. _A cloud of cruisers and carriers, hundreds of them. Truly impossible odds.

"Turret four, Lieutenant!" Whitcomb ordered.

"Firing!" Haverson replied, his face set in truly grim determination. A lance of plasma discharged and slammed onto the carrier.

"Turret five!"

Another one blasted into the carrier's shields and melted it into armor and bare skeletal bone. It rolled and crashed into another cruiser that came a bit too close.

"Nice shooting."

The covenant fleet responded with a blinding volley of pinpoint laser fire, boiling all of its armor off in thick layers, and shearing its engines off me.

The Admiral smiled. " A very sound tactical response. Good thing they don't know we're using that slingshot and inertia to do our job for us. Brace for impact Haverson." The Ascendant Justice accelerated quickly into the station. It crashed into the station, crushing the structure and continuing forward, dimpling the hull, and pushing even farther in, and finally it slammed to a halt, with its nose impaled within the _Unyielding Hierophant_.

The center viewscreen resolved to clear vision, as Whitcomb pulled himself upright, a large gash from his temple to the corner of his mouth dripping blood. Haverson nursed a broken arm as he groggily got to his feet.

"System-wide transmission." Whitcomb barked to Haverson.

"Aye, sir." Haverson said, and slowly adjusted the COM.

"Come on your bastards. We're in the middle of your fleet. Holding your glorious crystal. You want it you goddamned Covenant assholes? Come and get it!" He laughed.

Hundreds of Covenant ships moved towards us. Grapple lines and grav beams attached to the broken hull of the _Ascendant Justice_. A thousand dropships and Elites in thrust packs filled the space around the flagship.

I watched the timer. 27 seconds left.

Along the ten-kilometer bulb of the station, patches warmed to a red. The heat from the reactors was becoming visible.

"Move us back and keep us in the shadows Linda." John ordered.

"Cortana Slipspace generator status?"

"Ready Chief." Cortana bit her lower lip in concentration. "Adjusting final calculations."

On screen the Admiral wheeled towards the bulkhead and urgently said. "Chief I have final orders for you."

" Watch and see what's left of this when we're done with them. Do not engage under any circumstances. Get the intelligence, and get the hell back to earth.

"Understood."

"Listen son. Remember when we talked about the Alamo? You know every one of the brave defenders in those fights died. They knew the odds. Both were tactical defeats, but in the end they were also brilliant strategic victories. They scared the enemy. Just a few god soldiers for what's right made the difference."

"Yes, sir."

I remembered all those who'd made a difference for us. Kat, Carter, Jorge, Emile. Captain Keyes. The men who'd fought and died for us on Halo. Two more were to add on the list : Whitcomb and Haverson.

The bulkhead blasted off its mounts and clattered onto the deck of the bridge. Dozens of Elites charged at the pair, as Whitcomb fired a submachine gun. The central viewscreen dissolved into static.

A supernova core reminded me of a miniature spiral galaxy. I was seeing a beautiful example now. A roiling cloud of fiery plasma and smoke enveloped the _Unyielding Hierophant_. Ships flashed white hot and vaporized. The thunderhead of gas ballooned outward to engulf the rest of the fleet, and consumed them and all of their hulls.

The blast cooled and the cloud dissipated, revealing nothing but clouds of smoke, ashes and glittering metal. Only a few Covenant warships survived. Those who could slowly moved away, and others drifted dead in space.

A dozen of the original five hundred had barely survived.

"Move us away. And take us to Slipspace." Chief ordered.

"A brilliant strategic victory." I whispered.

"Get us out of here."

**XXxXxXXXxxXxX**

I stood and watched the blackness with Chief on the bridge of the Gettysburg. We'd jumped away from the battle zone, and emerged in normal space. We were finally on our way to earth.

"Slipspace transition complete." Cortana announced. "ETA to earth thirty-five hours." Cortana stared at us, her eyes in a small frown.

"Anything else Cortana?" I asked in slight concern.

She sighed and crossed her arms. " The copy she made contained a couple of my core personality programming. I reviewed your mission logs; apparently additional copying caused the breakdown. I hope it's not a sign of other instabilities."

Cortana was on edge; she'd been so distracted all the time due to keeping us all alive. Despite all the trouble, she'd always come through for us.

"Don't you worry Cortana. Your programming is perfectly fine."

She tinged pink, and touched her hand to her mouth. "Are my aural systems malfunctioning or was that just a compliment."

Chief interrupted. "Sorry to bother you. Continue to monitor Slipspace for any anomalies. " Cortana nodded, and Chief beckoned me towards the front.

I walked with him towards the three forward view screens. He pulled up his team roster, running down the list as he designated his men as MIA. Spartans could never be allowed to die, and they'd never find peace as a result.

Kelly was MIA too, ironically the only Spartan actually missing. Locklear however would be designated KIA. It was a more fitting end for the man who was truly a terrific warrior, as good as any Spartan. He listed Polaski, Haverson, and Whitcomb as KIA, detailing their heroism.

Two men stopped a Covenant armada, willingly dying to do it, and bought the human race a brief respite from destruction. We were soldiers, sworn to protect humanity from all threats. And they'd fulfill their duty as few as ever could dream. They'd live on forever as inspirations, and we'd need to live up to them as well.

Today we'd won. We'd stopped the Covenant. But what about tomorrow? What about when they came to Earth? We have time though, maybe enough time to prepare for whatever the Covenant could throw at them.

We'd be there though, and we'd be there to win.


	25. New Toys

**New Toys**

The Master Gunnery Sergeant looked over Chief's armor with a well-trained eye. He frowned. " Your plating was about to fail. There's viscosity around the gel layer." He grabbed the optical suite from the desk, which was charred black. "Optics totally fried. And I don't even want a word about the power supply." Chief sighed, and popped on his new helmet.

The Sergeant continued," Do you know how goddamn expensive this gear is son?"

With a hiss, the helmet locked, clamps and seals kept Chief inside his new armor. "Tell that to the Covenant." He replied.

I leaned on the side of the power console, and laughed. "If he did, do you think he'd go fight the Covenant? No I think he'd be constantly just watching it to make sure it didn't break, like new shoes or something."

John shrugged and slightly chuckled as the Sergeant continued to inspect his new armor. We'd landed on Earth several days ago, where Will, Fred, Jun, and Linda were whisked away to black ops operations while John and I were left to face an entire team of interrogators. We were interviewed about everything from the fall of Reach, to the Flood on Halo, to the actions on the _Gettysburg_. We were interviewed about the people as well. Captain Jacob Keyes, Warrant Officer Sheila Polaski, Vice Admiral Danforth Whitcomb, Lieutenant Elias Haverson. All these were names that came up when we were probed and investigated for all the info we had. Afterwards, we were taken to Cairo station for repairs and retrofit. We'd been here for the past 4 hours as I watched John get re-fit for his new MJOLNIR suit.

Personally I found it really pretty. The new suit was a lot less bulky, and a lot more fluid in its motions from what I could see. The Sergeant told us that it had more advanced shield technology, optics, weapons systems, and that it was basically everything the MK.V had only twice as good.

I hadn't gotten very many outside upgrades, and aesthetically I looked the same, but I did get the treatment to everything inside. Basically I looked like the same Spartan I was on Reach, but my armor was now miles ahead. My armor however was made out of different variants I'd collected in my mission, which meant I picked and chose which permutations suited me best. Chiefs' armor however was more of a jack-of-all-trades type, in which it'd be perfectly functional in any situation, with no advanced modifications. The brass liked it that way, cause they wanted Chief to be simple and memorable to the navy paparazzi. Even in a war people still had to put on a show.

The Sergeant sighed, and said wistfully about the old armor," Ah well, it became obsolete anyways. Your new suit just came out from Songnam this morning, take it easy till you get used to the upgrades. Move over to the targeting station."

Chief obediently complied as I watched him run through the diagnostics of the targeting systems and the shield systems without a hitch. The brass had decided that we would be a good team together, which explained why I wasn't following Jun or anybody else. They claimed it was good for morale purposes, and that no one should work alone. I believed that, but I figured it was more because of what we'd achieved in the short time we spent as teammates. Stopping a Covenant armada and an intergalactic weapon was no easy feat to achieve by oneself, which was why I was still here to receive a couple medals and follow John on all of his missions as a "Co-pilot" in a way. I didn't defer to him, he didn't defer to me, but we'd follow each other's orders without question depending on who would take charge. It seemed easy, and we'd used it to perfection on our last two operations. Either way I was stuck with the big guy, whether I liked him or not. Fortunately I liked him. Silent, stoic, but sometimes knew how to crack a joke. He was a good friend and a good teammate, and I was glad to have him on my side.

The moment Chief finished the diagnostics; almost like magic the elevator doors opened and out came Sergeant Major Johnson. He wore a naval dress uniform, which he clearly didn't like as his face wore a growl. He was shaved and groomed to perfection however, not a trace of stubble on his cheeks.

The Gunnery Sergeant was still talking about Chief's shields despite me pointing at Johnson creeping up behind him. " If your shields do go down, hide behind something and they'll recharge quick as a cat."

Johnson butt in. "That, or he can hide behind me."

"Nice to see you Sergeant." I said to him.

"Likewise Noble." He nodded with a curt smile.

The Gunnery Sergeant retorted," His armor is working fine Johnson, so shut your trap, "You're free to go Master Chief, just take it slow."

"Don't worry, I'll hold his hand." Johnson mockingly said. "Chief, Noble, elevator."

We followed, and the elevator doors slowly hissed shut.

The Sergeant managed to yell a few words as the door closed, "So Johnson, you ever gonna tell me how you made it back home in one piece? I got nothing outta those machines."

"Sorry guns, it's classified." He replied, and tilted his cap.

"Well, screw you! Kiss your ass goodbye to those S2 upgr-" The doors slammed shut, drowning the Sergeant out, and we whirred off to our destination.

"He's in a particularly fine mood isn't he? Maybe Lord Hood didn't give him an invitation." Johnson laughed sarcastically.

Up ahead there was a beautiful view of Earth, and a view of the crew in Cairo station going about their business. Every now and then you'd see the massive amount or orbital defense platforms surrounding Earth. I whistled in appreciation.

"Earth…Haven't seen it in years."

We both nodded, constant years of war would do that to you.

"This is where we all came from." Chief simply stated.

"When I made out for basic training, the orbital defense grid was all theory, and politics, and oh we don't have enough funding. And now? The Cairo is one of three hundred. Their MAC cannons can bypass Covenant shields due to their pure strength. Nothing's getting out of this cluster without a couple scars."

Ships came in by the dozens, human ships thankfully, there were destroyers, frigates, cruisers, and every now and then you'd see a carrier or a mystical ONI prowler drifting by. This was confusing, but not surprising. We were losing worlds quickly, we needed to protect our best, and our last.

"What's with all the ships?" Chief asked quizzically.

"No idea. They've been coming in all morning. As far as I can tell, something big is going to happen."

The elevator hissed open, and we walked to a crowd of cheering Marines.

I felt shy, almost a bit embarrassed at all the people cheering for me. Spartan III's were bred to be secretive, yet here I was, standing with Chief, and lapping up all the attention. Robotic cameras hovered around us, snapping tons of photos.

"You said there wouldn't be cameras." I groaned, and polarized my visor to minimize the flash glare from the constant photo taking.

"You told me you'd wear something nice!" Johnson deadpanned, as he adjusted his cap before sliding it back onto his head. "Folk's need some heroes. Smile would ya? While we still got something left to smile about.

"He's got a point." Chief said, as the blast doors to the bridge opened up, swallowing us in.

We approached Lord Hood amidst a huge crowd of cheering Marines, as I took in the bridge. Incandescent lights flooded the ceiling giving everything a metallic white glow; outside the window lay the Orbital Defense Platforms, looking like giant pistols ready to fire at the first notice.

Lord Hood saluted us. "Gentlemen. Glad to have you back and in one piece."

An officer hurried to Lord Hood and whispered in his ear. "This has to be quick, I apologize."

Cortana appeared in a holo tank right beside us. "Another whisper sir, near Io. Probes are being launched." Hood turned away in deep thought for a second, as well as to grab our medals. Cortana looked at us, smiling. We smile back. She'd saved our lives with her knowledge on countless occasions. Hopefully she'd be attached to us again. I had Auntie Dot on Reach, and now Chief and I had Cortana. It felt great to work with an AI, especially one as smart as her.

She looked us over, her translucent azure body warming to a dull red, before cooling back to pink. "You look nice."

We all said simultaneously, "Thanks." And looked at each other before chuckling.

Hood turned back, with the Navy colonial cross medal in his hands, and three more for us. A young woman with auburn brown hair and a slender yet strong physique walked up next to us. She was Commander Miranda Keyes. She'd risen up the ranks quickly despite the accusations of nepotism, and she'd proven to all of her naysayers that she was a terrific and tactical decision maker who could command her ship and all of her other ships with incredible ease.

Lord Hood pinned the cross on Johnson. "Sergeant Major, The colonial cross is awarded for acts of singular daring and devotion. For your actions for the UNSC marine corps, we are awarding you the colonial cross." He saluted solemnly, the badge simply adding to his already flowing uniform.

Lord Hood turned to Commander Keyes. " Commander Miranda Keyes. Your father's actions kept within the highest echelon of military service. His bravery and tactical skill were among the best and in the face of impossible odds; he reflected his bravery to great credit. Upon himself, as well as the UNSC. The navy has lost on of its best."

Hood handed her the medal, which she gracefully held, her eyes betraying the sadness she must have felt at losing her father.

Lord Hood was about to award me the cross, when suddenly alarm klaxons blared throughout the station.

Cortana urgently announced to Lord Hood. "Slipspace ruptures directly off our battle cluster. "

"Show me." He calmly replied.

Cortana showed an overlay of UNSC ships approaching the Covenant fleet. "Seventeen Covenant Capital ships hovering just outside the kill zone."

Fleet Admiral Harper came in over the COM system. "This is Harper, permission to engage Covenant fleet?"

"Negative. Form a defensive perimeter around the cluster. Commander Keyes, get to your ship and link up with the fleet."

Keyes saluted," Yes sir." She promptly took off at a brisk jog to her ship.

"Cortana, you have the MAC gun. Open up as soon as they get in range." Lord Hood fired orders quickly.

" Aye aye."

Cortana's avatar disappeared.

"Something isn't right. The fleet that hit Reach was fifty times this size." Hood muttered to himself.

An officer ran to Hood, panicked and yelling." Sir, additional boarding craft spotted! Lots of them."

"They're going to try take our MAC guns offline, give their ships a shot to Earth. Master Chief, Noble, and Johnson, defend this station!"

"Yes sir." We chorused.

" Weapons?" We looked to Johnson, who grinned.

"Right this way." He beckoned to us and we walked away. I looked to the windows, where Longsword fighters engaged the Seraph cruisers, their plasma cannons ionizing and blasting through space as the Longsword fighters dipped and fired fiery archer missiles at them.

" Alert, boarders on board the station." The overhead speakers blared their warnings as we strode towards an assortment of rifles and grenades placed neatly on a rack and a mechanical dolly. I grabbed four frags, a BR55 Battle Rifle, and somehow managed to find my M9S submachine gun on a desk. The brass said they'd have it fitted and ready for me, and they weren't kidding. It was now outfitted with a laser sight, ACOG scope, and a kickback reducer along with the standard muzzle silencer, a beautiful piece of work. Chief simply grabbed a MA5C Assault Rifle, and a M392 DMR. With our loadout, we could handle short to long range with relative ease.

"Malta, how is it going?" Johnson put his finger to his.

"Stand-by…they're latched! Check your targets and watch the crossfire. They're in standard formation, tiny little bastards up in front, with the big men in the back. Good luck, Cairo."

A Covenant boarding craft latched behind a doorway, which we promptly took firing positions behind it. Gunfire and screams of humans were promptly heard, and a bright light and crackling noise shuddered, as the Covenant burned the doorway down.

"Fields of fire on that bulkhead. When that door opens, let 'em have it!"

The door exploded, and I sighed. "Here we go again."

(A/N: Hey guys, hope you enjoyed my rendition of Halo : First strike. Read Review and Follow please, I love all your reviews. Tell me your opinions on the starting chapter of Halo 2. Also do you want fast chapters at a small word count, but a long time period between chapters at a large word count?)
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Special Delivery

Covenant began to stream from the burnt open doorway, wielding plasma pistols, rifles, and one carbine. We opened fire, the cacophony of concentrated fire put down several Grunts, Jackals, and Elites. I put one Elite down by puncturing its helmet with my Battle Rifle, its armor piercing rounds tearing through its shields and armor. Johnson had set up a stationary gun turret, spraying fire as fast as the chamber could recycle its rounds. Grunts went down riddled with bullets.

Chief stood behind me, laying down shots with his DMR. A Jackal let its shields down a tiny bit too much, and Chief put an accurate round in its head. That was the last of them, as Chief and I moved through the door, checking left and right for contacts. Johnson hung back with the rest of the Marines, probably going to reinforce other areas of the ship.

An Elite in front of me growled loudly and fired its plasma rifle. Several grunts behind him fired as well. I dodged the shots but was forced back. Chief pivoted around me and fired several rounds at its chest, blowing out its shields and allowing me to land a kill shot with my rifle. John tossed an M9 grenade onto the corpse, obliterating the screaming grunts behind. Fires raged in front of us as we walked forward and up the staircase leading to the hall towards the cargo bay.

"We need to get to the cargo bay, that's where the main Covenant force is." Chief instructed as we jogged up the stairs and opened the door to reveal a startled Grunt guarding it. I punched it and popped off its helmet, allowing it to die quickly. Making it to the Commons room, we took cover behind a couple of boxes as we scanned the hall for hostiles, which were a couple of Elites wielding carbines, flanked by Grunts and a Jackal manning a stationary plasma turret. A couple of marines were backed against the wall, ready to open fire.

"Great to see you Chief!" One of them raised their hands.

He nodded, and popped out of cover to land an accurate shot onto a Grunts chest. I vaulted over cover amidst the incoming fire, and fired a couple bursts into an incoming contingent of Jackals who collapsed, twitching.

The Marines were re-invigorated by the appearance of two Spartans, and charged forward. Their concentrated fire on the stationary gun turret proved sufficient to destroy it completely.

Chief waved me forward as I joined him; focusing fire in a one two punch on the Elites in the area. Within minutes, the skirmish ended, with one Marine KIA but all the Covenant forces were dead.

The loudspeaker continued to blare loudly, creating a constant rumbling in the room. The room was coated in a dull grey metal sheen, reflecting off of our armors and creating a reflection that bounced around the room. Several potted plants stood tall, and several others were completely demolished by plasma fire.

"Boarders in section 7!" The defense coordinator yelled.

We moved swiftly through the bay, and made it to a catwalk overlooking Hangar 1, where two Covenant boarding crafts had just docked. More Elites began to pour out quickly, some carrying energy swords and swiping at a couple of unlucky Marines.

I lobbed a plasma grenade, latching it onto the lead ivory colored Elite, and it detonated into a red mist, taking out two more in the ensuing explosion. I hopped down, and unhooked my M7S, hosing the aliens with a staccato of bullets, mowing down the Elites with a pure barrage.

An Elite snuck up behind me, and before it could make a move to stab me, it hit the floor, a knife embedded in its back. I turned and saw Chief pulling out his knife and slotting it in his belt.

I grinned, and looked at the open window. Covenant craft were rapidly leaving Malta station. This was strange, why were they leaving?

A PFC, by the name of Chips Dubbo said with a twangy Australian accent." Hey, will ya look at that? The Malta's driven off its boarders!"

"That's not right. The Covenant wouldn't leave like that." I said to John, who promptly nodded.

"Must be a reason." He replied.

Cortana said over the COM to Malta station. "Malta, what's your status?"

The defense coordinator said jubilantly. "I don't believe it! We've won!"

Right as he said that, Mala station suddenly detonated in a ball of fire and smoke. The marines with us on the deck swore, and stared at the barrel of the MAC gun as it floated in the ether, its metal bits shearing apart in the recesses of space.

PFC Dubbo groaned." This is bad, real bad."

The hangar bay doors exploded as a new wave of Covenant came in.

Chief and I both tossed frag grenades and killed a large portion of them quickly, and finished off the rest with well-aimed shots. This was a better change than the large open spaces of Halo and the Ascendant Justice. The fact that it was enclosed allowed us to quickly hose our enemies down, allowing our shields to absorb any counter-fire. That, and grenades were much more effective, which the Covenant hadn't figured out yet.

Two more boarding craft docked onto the windows, more Covenant came for our heads. An Elite fired a plasma pistol, melting one Marines armor into slag and forcing him into screams of pain. I stepped over to protect him, and opened fire with my Battle Rifle. The first two bursts blew his shields, and the last one punched a hole in its chest. John pulled the trigger of his DMR at a breakneck speed, mopping up Grunts and Jackals left and right. 14 rounds, 14 deaths.

I looked towards several Covenant boarding craft leaving the _Athens _station.

"Shit. They did the same thing with the _Malta_." I said.

Right before our eyes and just like the _Malta_, the _Athens_ detonated, firing pieces of debris everywhere.

Lord Hood patched a COM to Cortana. "Cortana, assessment!"

"That explosion came from inside the_ Athens_, same as the _Malta_. The Covenant must have brought something with them, a bomb.

"Then they sure as hell brought one here. Chief, Noble, find it."

"If this goes off, I am never talking to you two again." Cortana quipped to us, as we diverted to a small sub-corridor. An Elite shimmered and vanished from our view then disappeared. Grunts cowered behind several pillars. I pulled out my M7S. A plasma bolt hit straight into my faceplate, bringing my shields down to half. I fired straight forward, and an Elite appeared in front of me, purple blood streaming from its stomach. It hit the floor as I turned and saw an Energy Sword shimmer to life right in front of John. He reacted quickly and shot into nothingness, and was rewarded with a cry of pain as the Elite in front died and appeared in front of him.

With the immediate threat dealt with, I executed the grunts efficiently with controlled fire. Their staggered and erratic bursts didn't mean that much to my now upgraded MJOLNIR shields.

We proceeded up to the armory where Chief had just gotten his armor, and we heard the defiant cries of the Armory Sergeant. "C'mon! Is that a weapon or a puny flashlight? Oh shit."

Bolts of plasma sizzled against human flesh as we charged upstairs to reveal three crimson Elites wielding plasma rifles pointing at the corpse of the Sergeant. They opened fire on us and I ducked behind a steel table. They focused fire on me, but they didn't notice John coming up right behind me, as he popped up and fired a couple into the lead Elite, whose helmet bucked and broke under the impact as it hit the floor, dead. The remaining two roared and charged at him, allowing me breathing room to grab one and stab its neck from my position. The other one was engaged in melee combat with John, right before I put 6 round in its chest with my Battle Rifle.

The station shook again, a sign that more boarding craft were entering. We moved past the armory and into the commons room, which was completely overrun. Covenant were everywhere. We had to fight our way through. I saw a stationary gun turret placed on the left, and took good advantage of it. First Chief distracted them by firing a couple rounds, and when their backs were turned, I let loose. Rounds punched cleanly through Covenant armor like knife through butter. Within a minute, all of the Covenant lay dead around the room. We moved up a staircase and found ourselves staring at a large ship, the _In Amber Clad._ Commander Keyes and Sergeant Johnson were engaged in a firefight.

"Chief, this way!" Johnson's loud voice echoed throughout the room as we came to assist them.

"I was almost on board when they showed up." Keyes said as she popped from cover, her M9 pistol coughing, as it brought two grunts to the floor.

"Don't worry ma'am. We're on it." I reassured as we absorbed the bullets, allowing Johnson and Miranda to finish the rest of them off.

"Thanks you two. I owe you one." Keyes nodded in appreciation.

"Get going Chief, I got the commander." Johnson said as he jogged with Commander Keyes to her ship.

Past the entrance, we found an airlock, with two Elite rangers on the outside of it pointing their guns and firing to no effect.

" I hate zero G."I said in frustration.

"Who doesn't." Chief deadpanned back as he pressed his gauntleted hands to a button, which hissed the airlock open. We both raised our rifles pointing as the Elites stared at us, ready for blood.

Sound suddenly became muffled as we focused fire on one Elite, who dropped its rifle as bullets punctured its helmet and rendered it helpless to the power of empty air. It floated harmlessly in the air pulling at its neck as it breathed in nothing, as did the two dead Elites, their blood trails floating like droplets through the ether. I grabbed a thruster back from a supply cache right in front of the airlock, and tossed one to Chief. He strapped it on his back as we powered over to the station in front of us.

"Sir, boarders have breached the fire control center, they have the bomb." Cortana warned. We looked at each other, and heard Lord Hood fire commands again.

"Can you defuse it?"

"Yes, but I need the Spartans help to get me physically onto the bomb."

"Chief, get to the bomb, double time!"

A waypoint appeared several hundred meters northeast, a shipping bay door. We powered our thrusters and air-walked to our destination. About halfway there, on top of a large panel, plasma bullets rained onto our position, forcing us down and behind the panel. A stationary turret manned by an Elite fired at us, two more flanking. When they were right above us, I threw a plasma grenade straight up, latching onto its armor. It screamed, and tumbled away into space when the grenade detonated. The other one dropped to the ground, but exposed its flank to John, who moved forward and snapped his neck without a sound.

There still was the turret to deal with, which knocked our shields out. We both rose up at the same time and opened fire, which dealt with the problem. We walked into the shipping bay door, and closed it shut behind us, restoring air to the airlock. In front, several marines pointed their assault rifles at the elevator to the fire control center, which opened, showing out dozens of drones flying outside, pointing their plasma pistols and needlers firing at us. One marine took a barrage of glassy needles, cried out in pain before he died from the resulting explosion.

I growled in annoyance, grabbed a nearby assault rifle and sprayed in the air, taking half of the little buggers out as they dropped off the air, rolling down the broad elevator shaft. Chief used accurate fire, popping off the buggers' heads easily.

After they were all down, we walked into the elevator shaft, but not before I grabbed a couple of frag and plasma grenades. I noticed that there was a SAW on the floor, which I strapped facing my left shoulder now, so I had a grand total of 3 rifles now. Chief strapped a shotgun from a dead marine, but not before gently closing his eyes. I hit the button as we waited for the doors to open. I reloaded all of my ammo, checking my belt, and checking to make sure there were no jams within my weapons as John did the same.

The door whined, and slowly hissed open as we raised our rifles, and met 4 white armored elites carrying carbines and energy swords, flanked by a small army of grunts and jackals. We slammed into the side of the elevator doors as they sprayed fire at us. I counted to three, left cover and sprayed suppressing fire with my SAW as Chief combat-rolled forward into the next cover. I managed to pick off a couple Grunts who were too stupid to duck, as they died grabbing at invisible ropes and rungs as they attempted a futile cling to their life.

The Jackals moved, creating a phalanx position as they attempted to block the rest o the fire. I aimed accurately at the holes in their shields, and fired short accurate bursts at their exposed skin. They responded by crowing in pain, breaking the line as we were allowed to focus fire on the rest of the infantry, taking them out, and leaving just four Elites left.

Chief lobbed a grenade over the wall, blowing out some of the Elites shields, picking them off with his DMR as he pushed to the next one, shifting to his shotgun. An Elite charged a bit to recklessly at him as he tripped it over and shot it in its head accurately with his shotgun. With the fire on me stopping to focus on Chief, I moved, focusing fire on the ivory Elites as their advanced shields absorbed my bullets, but not before they were forced back. Chief stood up and grunted, lobbing a plasma grenade that fused to one unlucky Elite. It detonated in a high-pitched whine, leaving two dead, and two left. They charged at us, swishing their energy swords as we dodged and weaved. Chief had the advantage in that he had a close combat weapon, and simply expended his full 8 magazine shells into the Elite. It collapsed, warbling and hitting the floor with a loud thud.

I was having some difficulty as it slashed open my DMR, cutting it in half. I fired a quick palm strike to the Elites head, following up by kneeing where a human's groin would be. I tried to land a punch but it blocked by catching my fist. I reversed the hold and spun, roundhouse kicking it in the chest. It staggered back, and roared in anger. However before it could move, Chief snapped its neck.

We looked at each other, and shrugged. Cortana appeared on the pedestal, her arms crossed, but her voice urgent and calm at the same time.

"Me, inside your head now." She commanded, as John immediately tapped his hand to the pedestal, seeing Cortana download directly to his armor. He moved and tapped the bomb, and the red flashing light hissed to a cool azure blue.

"Threat neutralized. Nice." I grinned and clanked my gauntlet to Chief.

"How much time was left?" He asked in his gravelly voice.

"You do not wanna know." She said, and sighed. "7 seconds."

We both exhaled in relief. "Damn." I uttered. "Damn close."

"Now what do we do with this?" I asked, as we both stood and talked, one hand on the bomb, as Commander Keyes came over the COM.

"Cairo station, this is the _In Amber Clad_. The carrier's shield is down, I'm in position and ready for immediate assault."

Lord Hood sternly objected," Negative Commander, not against a ship that size, not on your own.

I looked at Chief, pointed at the bomb, and then pointed at the massive covenant carrier filling our station viewport. It's amethyst hull flaring as Longsword fighters' pinged fire against it. It fired back, slicing and cutting the poor pilots apart.

He nodded, and pinged a COM to Lord Hood. "Sir. Permission to leave the station."

Lord Hood sounded distracted, understandably as he struggled to co-ordinate defenses. 'For what purpose?"

"To give the Covenant back their bomb." He replied.

There was silence for a while as hood paused to thin, then he agreed.

"Permission granted."

We looked and counted one two three, then grabbed the bomb, lifting it up by its pointy protrusions from its scaly ruby side. It looked like a crimson porcupine. We slowly and steadily carried it across the floor and into an elevator.

Cortana had a hint of a smile on her face as she appeared on my HUD. "You're crazy. And before you ask, yes I do know what you're doing."

"So, stay here." Chief deadpanned back."

"Well unfortunately for us three… I happen to enjoy crazy." She grinned.

The elevator cracked open to reveal an empty Longsword launch bay, as we dragged the giant bomb towards the door's release handle. I watched the bay door as we moved the bomb, watching a seraph fighter blast by, pursued by two Longsword's attempting to blow it up.

We put the bomb right next to the door, and ran to two poles, one of them with a release handle.

Cortana asked with a hint of concern. "Just one question. What if we miss?"

I laughed, and Chief said calmly. "I wont."

Chief pulled the handle as the bay doors cycled open with a loud clang, decompressing the bay rapidly. Debris carried off the floor and blew into space as the bomb began to slide. We counted to three, and jumped away from the pillars, flying towards the bay doors quickly, but not before taking hold of the bomb and launching it to space.

We held the bomb and descended in a general direction towards the lead flagship, an enormous cruiser. A carrier slices right below us, opening fire with its energy projector, slicing through a Longsword right behind us.

"Oh shit!" I yelled over the COM as we fell towards the carrier. It took two rounds from a MAC cannon, as explosions lighted all over its spine. It flared, as Longsword fighters dove past us, making a bombing run on the carrier. They emptied their bombs onto the carrier, making a staccato plume of fire across it, and blowing a narrow hole in the carrier.

We drifted down the hole into a huge open chamber, the fusion core casting bright pearlescent lights along the surface. Earth lies beneath us, our escape route.

"7 Seconds." I say, as we crawl up the bomb, and Chief taps his hand on the blue light of the bomb, heating it to a fiery crimson. We jumped off the bomb, plummeting from the carrier straight to Earth. Behind us a huge explosion rocked our bones in our armor as detonations conflagrated up and down the alien carrier. It finally blew up completely, as we rocketed towards Earth.

As we rocketed towards Earth, I set my hydrostatic gel to full. _In Amber Clad_ hovered to position, as we readied to slam into it.

"This is going to hurt isn't it?" I asked John

"Yes." He replied calmly.

We slammed onto the top, rolling. The hydrostatic gel calmed a lot of our pain, but it still felt like getting punched in the face with a giant sledgehammer.

Commander Keyes appeared on our COM. "That must've heart. Chief, Noble, get inside, gear up. We're taking this fight to the surface.
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Trip to the Beach

The beautiful concrete jungle that was New Mombasa, Africa towered above us as three Pelicans led the way towards the city, where the main Covenant force was. We were in the lead Pelican, and I watched deserted residential blocks and shopping complexes as we streaked past. The jet engines thundered with a glorious roar, as Cortana gave some strange information.

"The message just repeats the same word over and over again: Regret." She spoke to us through the COM, but we weren't alone. Johnson and Commander Keyes were probably also on the call. The Pelicans drifted higher up, and I saw the clouds roll by below as the Pelicans docking hatch clanged open with a hiss. I grabbed a sniper rifle, class 99D, and some more magazines along with my normal BR55 Battle Rifle. Chief stood up behind me as we watched the clouds pass by silently. He'd grabbed the same arms, but a M395 DMR instead of a Battle Rifle.

A company of warthogs passed beneath us as Sergeant Johnson's twangy voice cut into the COM. "Dear humanity, we regret coming to Earth, we regret being alien bastards, and we most definitely regret that the Marine Corps just blew apart our goddamn fleet!"

Two people, the pilots in the cockpit chorused in unison. "Hoorah!"

I popped off my helmet, allowing the wind to brush my face, reveling in the feeling of more or less fresh air. Chief did the same as we both sighed in satisfaction.

Cortana replied, "Regret, in fact is a name and it's the name of one of the Covenant's most religious leaders. A prophet. He's on that carrier, and he's calling for help.

Reconnaissance teams scouted the area in front of us, and relayed their information to Johnson, " Sergeant, grid kilo two three is hot. Recommend mission abort. Your call Sarge."

Johnson replied first to the recon team, then to the rest of us. "Roger that, we're going in. Get tactical marines! We don't wanna get caught with our knickers down do we?"

Marines behind loaded and cocked their guns as we popped our helmets back on, awaiting our arrival into the city.

" Chief, Noble, get on that carrier, and secure the Prophet of Regret. That prophet is going to tell us why, out of all the places on Earth he could have landed, he landed here. " Lord Hood's stern voice cut in with authority.

"Thirty seconds out. Stand by to-oh shit." The Pilot froze in his tracks.

I looked forward, and saw a giant Scarab in view, its giant legs spearing trucks and crushing them into complete oblivion. Its main gun focused and fired a giant plasma round at the left Pelican, destroying it completely. A green plasma turret tracked our movement and began to fire, and made us catch a burst of fire on our left engine. We held on for dear life as the Pelican inverted, and slammed through a wall, I braced for impact, heard a loud thump, and instantly my mind went black.

I heard a mock tapping noise on the inside of my helmet, and immediately recognized who it was. Only one person could be doing that.

"Cortana, I'm awake, I'm awake." I groaned, as I moved a piece of debris off my chest and assessed my situation. I was fine, just knocked out. I got up and checked the situation of the other Marines. For us so far, there were no casualties, one Marine had a broken leg, but the other Marines only had cuts and bruises. Johnson was up already, jolting the Marines back into action as I looked around for Chief. Around me, I saw a desk smoking and torn in half, papers strewn everywhere, and as I looked up and saw the beautiful blue sky, a Banshee rocketed right past. Around us I saw a khaki colored granite floor, as well as concrete strewn around the area.

"To answer your question Noble, he's already up, and he's up front just behind your field of view." She grinned as she popped in and popped out of my HUD.

I looked in the cockpit, and saw a disgusting sight. One Marine's head was severed by a piece of rebar, and the other one had the hole the size of a dinner plate in his chest. I sighed in sadness, and took their dogs tags, and stuffing it into my tactical hard case.

" May your journey be swift, and peaceful." I muttered in a eulogy, as I closed both of their eyes.

I stood up, and moved through the building and met John, as we both nodded to each other. We moved forward, and down a small staircase and ran straight into an unaware grunt. I quickly snapped its neck, as we continued down the staircase. We were in a large apartment complex, and I'm sure the Covenant sent search parties to eliminate the survivors. Moving down quick through the emergency stairs, we met several Covenant forces. A crimson Elite fired up at me as I leaned behind the staircase. I waved to Chief and pointed, who nodded and lobbed a grenade down. A detonation left the staircase half broken, and a dead Elite smoking. I led the way, Chief taking up the rear and the Marines following through the middle. We hopped down the staircase, and found ourselves with no contacts till we hit the ground floor. I opened the door, and saw a bombed out building.

Johnson called out to the team. "Secure the area and dig in folks! Clear the site, go, go, go!"

We moved quickly, and found ourselves quickly being engaged on by several groups of Covenant forces, with Elites, Grunts, and Jackal Snipers. We ducked behind two thick alabaster pots containing palm trees. Elites and Grunts growled angrily, throwing plasma grenades in the hope to flush us out. I ducked and rolled to a fresh piece of cover as an explosion detonated my previous one. I popped out, and fired an accurate three bursts into a blue armored Elite, whose weak shields stood no chance, as it fell off the roof of the burnt out building, toppling and landing on the floor with a great big crunch.

"If they didn't know we were here before, they do now!" I yelled. Chief popped off cover, and fired three shots, with three dead grunts hitting the ground right after. I shouldered my BR55, and picked up the sniper rifle to pick off the pesky Jackal snipers on the roof. I saw a beam rifle shot zing past me, cracking a marble pot in front of me. I remembered its trajectory, and logically analyzed the position of the shooter. I spun, and fired a shot without my scope quickly before turning back, and I was rewarded with a bird-like scream. With the main bulk of the forces picked off by accurate fire from us, the rest stood no chance from us as Johnson led the Marines to eliminate the rest of the targets.

I rushed up the staircase to the second floor of the building, and noticed an Elite holding a plasma turret ready to set it up. I fired three shots through my scope quickly, punching three neat holes through its chest. It dropped off the building, and I set up the turret myself.

John came up behind me, and nodded at the turret. "Could come useful."

Covenant streamed for an alley on the left side, and I opened fire with the plasma turret. White-hot bullets seared their bodies as they withered and died quickly. The other reinforcements were put down by combined fire, and we enjoyed a brief moment of respite.

"Jackals in the courtyard!" Johnson warned, as I wheeled the plasma turret over, only to realize its x-axis couldn't turn that far. Frustrated, I detached the turret, and carried it over to spray suppressing fire all on the poor Jackals. For the ones without shields, they quickly died. For the ones with shields, they barely held on. Chief rolled a grenade under their feet, and it blew them all several feet in the air, with shrapnel stuck to their chests and back.

I heard the familiar hiss of a drone, as they came over the rooftops, firing needlers and plasma at us, forcing us back into the relative safety of the building. They were fast, they were agile, but they were very vulnerable. I simply sprayed around in the general direction of the buggers, and they dropped like proverbial flies.

Another wave of Covenant dropped in from a phantom, and I looked to see it opening its docking port.

I yelled at our team. "Grenades! Phantom port!"

Everyone obeyed, throwing a mix of plasma and frags into the compartment. One must have hit a vital point in the Phantom, as it steamed smoke from its engines, and slammed into the previous apartment complex. Its foundation torn apart by the Phantom, it began to fall, but thankfully the opposite way of us, as a huge deafening explosion rocked our bones and rattled our teeth.

A friendly pilot picked up our COM signal. "Sergeant, I can come pick you up, but my girl's a little to big for that courtyard. I see a good LZ past that gate, behind a couple buildings. Meet you there, over."

Johnson replied, "Thanks, copy that. Someone get a satchel on the gate!"

The gate rattled, and shook. One Marine looked at Johnson and quipped. " Guess we don't need one."

The gates exploded apart, as a pair of Hunters breached the door. Johnson ordered his marines to fall back.

"Stand back Marines, let Chief and Noble lead the way."

We knew how to deal with these guys. Big behemoths, but they were slow and susceptible at very obvious points. My sniper rifle unsheathed and ready, John distracted them by spraying fire at them with his DMR. They turned their back to me, and exposed their fleshy orange backs to me. Four shots, and I reloaded, with two dead hunters added to my kill-count.

"David vs. Goliath." Chief deadpanned, as we walked through the now opened gate.

Cortana called the second squad, which was the third pelican to see what happened to them. "Second squad, this is Cortana. What's your status, over?"

Gunnery Sergeant Marcus Stacker reported in with his twangy southern voice. "We're operational ma'am, but barely. Pilots didn't make it."

Cortana offered calming words. "Stay put, you'll be fine. Find a hole and stay put, we'll come to you."

We stepped through flames and dirt, and made our way to a second courtyard. I poked a head out and took a Covenant Carbine round to my helmet, and I immediately pulled back.

I snaked a fiber optic cable around the corner this time, scanning the area. "5 Jackals, Carbines, and Beam Rifles."

Chief nodded, as we readied our sniper rifles. I transferred information about their locations to him. We marked our targets, turned and opened fire. Within 5 seconds, all the Jackals lay dead, and the only casualty we got was wounded pride. We made it to the far courtyard, and the Pelican dropped in with a couple marines hopping down. A freckle faced Marine I recognized as the Australian from Halo, Chips Dubbo gave me a friendly wave, which I reciprocated with a nod. They didn't leave for some strange reason.

Commander Keyes patched a COM signal to the team. "Sergeant Johnson, I need you on that bird."

"Ma'am?" He sounded off in confusion.

Keyes explained. "My pelicans are going to start airlifting armor and several reinforcements towards the city. They're going to need an escort that isn't afraid of a little hostile ground fire."

"Everybody needs Johnson. Understood ma'am. I'll keep an eye on them. Chief, Noble, good luck." He quipped before he hopped aboard the pelican and it dusted off.

Alleys lined with clothes, as well as lots of Covenant lay in front of our path to second squad. We pushed forward quietly, checking every corner. I saw the destroyed Pelican that the scarab took out in front, on fire and smoking, illuminating the Jackals that were toting sniper rifles looking around. We moved slowly forward, but a young private behind us accidentally crunched a bottle, as every Covenant eye turned to us.

"Get to cover!" John commanded, as we dove to the side. One Marine was too late to save himself, and he was hit by several beam rifle shots. He died instantly, the bullets passing straight through him. The rest of us made it to cover, breathing fast and heavy.

I spun, aimed and fired three shots at two Jackals next to each other. I blew ones arm off, causing it to scream and fall off its perch, and the second one I landed a bullet into its head, killing it instantly. Chief followed suit, scoring two headshots on the Jackals before they could return fire on us. Several more Jackals jumped with unmatched agility on to the rooftops, taking their dead comrades place as they held the line.

"Sniper Alley." I muttered under my breath. There had to be at least ten of them. They fired in a continuous cycle, ensuring that we were completely pinned down.

"How I wouldn't give for a hologram right now." I groaned, as a beam rifle bolt sped past my shoulders. I looked at Chief, who made the sign for distraction. I nodded, stood up and fired a random burst with my battle rifle, ensuring all the Jackals saw me and fired upon me. I took two bolts, and hit the ground, my shields barely holding. I heard four loud cracks, and the fire lessened significantly.

As my shields recharged, I popped back up and yelled to the marines," Take them out!" Nimble as they were, and while they were hiding behind the Pelican, our focused fire quickly brought them all down. I heaved a sigh of relief as we pushed forward to the downed Pelican to grab ammo.

"Rest of the road is close quarters." Cortana informed Chief and I, " Might wanna have one of you swap out your sniper."

We got to the burning Pelican, and saw the charred corpses of several marines. I averted my eyes, and pried open the cargo compartment located on the side of the Pelican. A M392 Shotgun fell out with many shotgun shells. I appropriated it, taking the shells and putting it into my ammo compartments. Grenades, Assault and Battle Rifles also lay around the area as we restocked and recharged.

We slung our weapons, and walked through a hallway presiding right in the middle of the alley. A couple of grunts blocked our path, but I aimed a couple well-placed shots, and they were quickly put out of commission.

Our destination, Hotel Zanzibar stood tall, with its Khaki colored building looming over us like a behemoth, and on the bottom of the hotel stood several ODST's, and one with a standard one. My FOF tag identified him as Gunnery Sergeant Pete Stacker. They were hunkered against a large piece of concrete, an Elite with a stationary turret pinning them down. We crouched low, hugging the wall as we approached his position, and the Ivory colored Elite manning the turret didn't notice us.

I pinged a COM to Stacker. "Gunnery Sergeant Stacker. Get ready to fire on those Elites."

Stacker yelled back so loudly that I could hear him through my helmet as well as in my helmet earphones. "You got it! I don't know where the hell you are though!" His voice sounded strangely familiar.

I grinned behind my helmet, stood up, and fired a burst at the Elites face. He roared angrily as the bullets pinged off its shields, and directed his fire at me, wiping the smile off my face as I ducked down. However, this allowed Stacker and his men to lob three frags at the turret, blowing and tearing it apart, leaving only the plasma cannon remaining. The Elite was gone.

Chief stood up and strode over to Stacker's position. They shook hands, and Stacker seemed unfazed by Chief and I. I was surprised, but he'd probably worked with Spartans before. When he spoke, I recognized his voice from the man behind the evacuation of New Alexandria. He'd saved tens of thousands of people, yet he was still a Gunnery Sergeant. I wanted to tell Chief, but I kept this info to myself, this wasn't exactly my story to tell.

"Gunnery Sergeant Stacker at your service Chief. Rally points just past that hotel. We'll have to push through the lobby and out the employee entrance to get there." Stacker nodded to Chief, and waved at his Marines to move out.

I moved forward and nodded to Stacker. I mentioned in passing." Well done in New Alexandria. You saved a lot of people."

Stacker smiled, and walked forward but not before deadpanning back. " If I had a dollar for every time I heard that."

We moved carefully, scanning each entrance. I took a good look around me before we pushed into the atrium of the hotel. It was dark; the lights were taken out there were scores of plasma bolts, and bullet fire. I switched on my flashlights, as did the rest of the team. In front, the red carpet suddenly was pulled back, but there was nothing in front. I was quiet, but Chief suddenly raised his DMR Rifle, and fired at what seemed to be thin air. An Elite formed out of the air, and collapsed onto the floor streaming purple blood spatter. Grunts and Crimson Elites came out from behind hallway, charging and firing. We leaned against the sides of the hallways, and avoided the bolts whizzing past our head.

I rolled down onto the ground, and fired a couple bursts at their feet, bringing them to their knees as Stacker threw a grenade, exploding and bringing down tiles and bits of wall. The ceiling caved in on top of them, as the Elites warbled and were crushed by the falling concrete. After the dust settled, we stepped over their bodies, Chief taking the point.

As we emerged from the hotel, I saw a phantom around 30 feet ahead, dropping off Grunts and a couple Jackals. I unsheathed my SRS, and fired at the enemy as they were jumping off. Grunts jumped off, and were instantly popped off. Many of them had no chance surviving, dying the moment they got off the Phantom.

After they fell, several Warthogs pulled up in front of us on the road, honking their horns.

"Special Delivery!" Private Chips Dubbo laughed, with a distinctly old Australian accent. Odd, since the conglomerate of Oceania, most Australian accents mellowed out. He fought with us on Halo. I had something strange on my mind when thinking about him, but I dismissed it as I took the drivers seat, and Chief took the turret.

" The highest concentration of the Covenant troops is directly below the carrier. I think they'd oppose two Spartans hopping on board." Cortana's crystalline smooth voice spoke to us. "It's the most direct route to the city center."

I put my foot on the accelerator, driving forward and nearing the downed Pelican. A Ghost manned by a Grunt, and several Elites right beside it, holding Carbines. Chief pulled a catch on the turret, and let rip on them. They stood no chance as they were annihilated, and sprayed with bullets.

A Marine next to us, on a second Warthog deadpanned, "Oh man, I really love the beach."

Dubbo yelled from the passenger seat. "I hope you brought a suit mate!"

We drove over a small ramp, and looked to our left and saw Covenant sniper towers, ghosts, and drop pods slamming down from the carrier above. A Phantom overhead opened fire at us.

"Oh shit." I yelled, as I banked the warthog, drifting and avoiding the bolts. "Chief, Dubbo, lay into the bastards!" I unsheathed a pistol from my belt, and opened fire at the Ghosts circling us, firing their cannons at our bumpers. One broke through the windshield and sent glass shards all around the passenger and driver sheet. Chief focused on the Phantom at first, driving it away with constant pressure, before focusing on the immediate threats, the Ghosts. The Ghosts fire took out several Marines, but I managed to ram one into the sea, and concentrated fire from John and the rest took care of them. When we were done, carnage remained, with the lookout tower on the ground, and blown up ghosts everywhere. We pushed up into a tunnel the Covenant was guarding, with two unmanned Ghosts.

"Dubbo, wait for reinforcements. We'll move ahead into the city." John commanded, as we hopped onto the Ghosts."

"You got it Chief." He nodded, and turned around and took a seat on the floor, as a nearby Pelican powered over, before firing its base thrusters, and descending. Chief and I took the ghosts, and I tapped a couple commands, as it powered up. The controls weren't hard to understand, and the only difference they possessed was that the Covenant had no brake pedal; it was speed up, or gently slow down. We boosted into the tunnel, wind whipping past our faces as we moved incredibly fast down the tunnel.

Cortana gave us some interesting tidbits of information while we drove," I've spent some time analyzing the Covenant chatter. They're surprised, and even confused at this point. I don't think they actually expected us on Earth. I don't mean just us; they're confused why all of humanity resides on Earth. Odd, I know, but I think it does help explain why they decided to come her with such a tiny fleet.

"Ghosts up ahead!" Chief called, as we directed our plasma cannons into the Ghosts that were quickly overwhelmed by our combined fire. Up front, there was a section of the tunnel that was ripped apart, drooping forwards and creating a large ramp. We boosted over it, and a huge wave of drones appeared over the mini-precipice. One latched a plasma grenade onto my Ghost.

"Crap." I leapt off it, doing a combat roll into a short pile of sandbags for a semblance of cover. I pulled out my Battle Rifle; letting loose quick bursts of fire. Armor Piercing ammo punched through the buggers, and combined by Chiefs plasma cannons, the Drones were put down.

I latched onto Chiefs Ghost, hanging off the side like a man on the treads of a hornet. As we drove, I saw a large gaping hole residing on the ceiling of the tunnel. I saw the belly of the scarab, metallic and chrome black as it strode past us.

"Shadows! Up ahead! They're Covenant troop transports! Don't let them reinforce the city!" Cortana warned, as we saw the large carriers up ahead. They looked like huge wraiths with gaping holes containing ghosts. Grunts manned the circular plasma turrets on top of them. They turned and fired. I ducked, making myself as small as possible on the side of the Ghost. Chief rammed into the shadow, while I hopped up. The Grunt was startled and yelped in fear as I tossed it off the vehicle to be crushed by it's own treads. I dropped two plasma grenades on the roof, and then tumbled from the top to the unmanned Ghost beneath. The Elite pilot looked ahead, then toppled to the ground as a plasma cannon bolt slammed through the back of its seat.

I drove to the left and watched the Shadow explode right behind me. Chief followed close behind as we moved to the rest of the Shadows. Fast as they were, they had zero mobility, and we neutralized them by simply pressing up to them, and firing into their engine blocks. When the last of the Shadows were destroyed, I caught the first glimpse of daylight I'd seen in around thirty minutes. The damaged Ghosts sputtered and whined with each press on the 'gas'. I hopped off with Chief, and we walked away only to hear two-twin explosions rocket our eardrums behind us. The Ghosts. We kept walking.
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We approached the gargantuan bridge that connected the outskirts of New Mombasa to the city. The darkness of the tunnel ebbed away, leaving the kaleidoscope of the sun to shine. I checked the ammo of my Battle Rifle and sidearm, adequate for now. Chief was next to me, a couple burns across his chest and shoulder plates from where the plasma cannons had grazed us. I had a couple dents and scores as well, but we were intact.

I slung my Battle Rifle over my back, and pulled out my combat knife as I approached a struggling marine trying to pull apart a supply crate that had gotten tangled onto a bridge line. He fell down, and as I pulled him up, I split apart the ropes that held the crate to the bridge, and it fell to the floor with a clatter. I opened it to reveal ammo, rations, and a M41 Rocket Launcher. I grabbed it, and tossed it to Chief who caught it with a nod.

A young female marine stared at the behemoth in the distance. The Scarab in front moved at a slow pace, but destroyed everything in its path. She indignantly said, " Bastard blew a swath right through us. It's hopping over the bridge now. 50-cal, rockets, we did jack shit to it."

I looked up to see a Pelican coming, with a Scorpion hanging under it by a hook. It dropped as it landed with a loud clang, practically emanating its power. Sergeant Johnson jumped off the pelican onto the tank and strode over to us.

"Where's the rest of your platoon?" He barked.

"Wasted, Sarge." The female Marine replied, sadness creeping into her voice.

The struggling Marine put in, " We will be too if we don't get the hell outta here sir!"

Johnson looked at the man, and clapped a strong hand on his shoulder. "Son, have you been hit?"

"N…n-no, Sir."

Johnson roared, louder this time, " Then listen up!"

"The Chief and Noble Six are getting in this tank, and they're going to roll across this bridge, blowing up any SOB dumb enough to get between them and the Prophet of Regret! Now I suggest you dig real deep for some bravery, because you're going with him!"

I grinned, and opened up a private COM to Chief," He sure has a way with words." I saw him shake his head on my left.

The female marine, Private Delacour asked, "What about that Scarab sir?"

Sergeant Johnson hopped back onto the Pelican, saying, "We've all run the Sims. Bastards are tough, but they aint invincible. Stick with the Spartans, they've handled a lot worse."

The two Marines chorused, "Yes sir!"

I took a look at the tank, and whistled quietly. I studied my TACPAD for any information about what lay ahead. Backup was arriving in an hour or so; the UNSC Say my Name was dropping a platoon of ODST troopers into the city, situated around Kizingo Boulevard, where they'd move to the ONI building. I relayed this information to Chief and Cortana, who probably already knew. I saw the burning skyline of Mombasa up ahead, a large cruiser hovering over it. Down onto the bridge, there were a multitude of cars, trucks and buses in front. No problem for the giant treads of the scorpion.

It was the enemy that concerned me. There were several Ghosts patrolling the bridge, along with one wraith tank. John got in the driver seat, and I got in the front turret, as we drove towards the city. The first brave Elite that came towards us manned the ghost, and managed to get off one wild bolt before Chief left it in bits and pieces behind us. It was nice to be in control for once. Our large tank continued to steamroll onwards, as Marines following on our sides cheered loudly and happily.

"Tanks beat everything!" One marine cheered with macabre and joy as we continued to blast them all apart with our cannons. The gaping hole in the highway I noticed on the way through the tunnel was there as well, and it took several minutes for Chief to slowly maneuver around the hill. With a loud whirr, a Pelican dropped onto the highway, and unloaded two warthogs. Along with this, several phantoms headed towards the city, and Chief rotated the cannon towards them. A couple couldn't withstand the sheer firepower, and pieces of the broken phantom debris dropped to the ground, with a whoop and cheer from the rest of the marines.

"Look, a welcoming party." Cortana sardonically mentioned as Banshees powered over from the city, and two wraith tanks hummed and hovered slowly but menacingly towards us. They lobbed their mortars that slowly arced towards us, and I got out of the turret.

"Chief, I got the potatoes, deal with the meat." I waved at him. His green acknowledgement light winked on, and I charged forward towards the banshee's, firing a couple of shots to distract and force them into getting on me instead of the real threat.

"Cortana, hack em." I pointed to the Banshees.

"You say that as if it was a challenge." She appeared on my HUD, crossing her arms and grinning her typical grin.

With a wave of the hand, the Banshees bulbs on both of their wings powered down, and they crashed into adjacent buildings, causing one to cave in completely. It clattered, a mad crash of concrete, metal and plaster smashed the ground with an incredible explosion. The wraiths were absolutely demolished, and disappeared into the rubble. Chief and I were somehow miraculously unscathed, and other than a couple straggling Grunts, the tunnel was gone, replaced by several thick walls of building.

Chief got out of the tank, and looked at the carnage.

"Cortana, find alternate routes into the city, we are not losing that Carrier." He asked.

Cortana replied in a second. "Not too sure you two are going to enjoy this, but there's a way back into the city, through the sewer system. You're going to crawl through it and that's going to lead you to Palace hotel. There's a small contingent of Marines there, and we'll link up and push into the hotel. That should lead back into the blocked out tunnel through an emergency exit. From there, just follow the 3000 ton Scarab."

I sighed," Just another day at the office." Before walking over to a service hatch located in an alley, and kicking it open. I got in the cramped sewer, the rusted pipes creaking in protest at having such a large weight, before sliding down into the main system. We splashed down into murky liquid, filled with dead insects. With the war going on, nobody was going to pay attention to something like sewage. Nothing a Spartan couldn't handle. We silently pushed forward, Cortana feeding us information about the city as we moved towards Palace hotel.

" The Prophet of Regret is looking for something down here. I'm picking up a lot of Covenant chatter about some holy artifact that Regret is looking for, but for now they're keeping this very under wraps. This is much more secretive than anything else they've done." She relayed to us, as Chief pushed open a hatch leading us to the sewer that led to Palace Hotel.

Chief pondered, "Why Earth? What could we have?"

I agreed, "I have no idea what is going on, but I don't think we're going to find out stuck in this sewer."

Chief opened the hatch, and we ended up in a small area for sewage. FOF tags appeared in our HUDs, and the highest ranked was a Lieutenant Parisa. Chief shook his head, an almost imperceptible motion. Spartans didn't waste any energy, why would he do that? I decided not to press him on the subject, and opened a COM signal to Parisa.

"Friendlies incoming Lieutenant, we require your assistance."

Parisa replied, her voice high pitched, but hardened, the voice of someone who'd once had much youth, but had it forcibly ripped from her. We opened the door and made our way into the main lobby. Parisa and 5 Marines stood over a small table, resting. There were plasma burns and scores of black char marks around all of their armor, and all of them looked like they'd been through a hellish battle.

"What happened?" Chief asked.

Parisa turned to us, her face bloodied and her eyes fiery, " We were part of the 4th Division Marines, sent in to clear out the cultural center in New Mombasa. It went all chicken-shit on us. Covenant sent a huge force en masse from their carrier, and we were forced down to the industrial zone. Our entire goddamn division was decimated, and I rallied what was left of our men and pushed a path near the city. We were about to move into the tunnel for a shortcut until your AI pinged us."

I nodded," Okay, lets move into the tunnel. Marines, follow me." I walked past the table, seeing the possessions on the tables, photographs, lighters, but one photo stood out. Two people, young children, arm in arm and smiling. One was a young brunette, her eyes lighted with the same fire I saw in Parisa. The other one had red hair, pale blue eyes, and had a white skin color, nothing like what he was now. John and Parisa were standing together as children. Chief froze, staring silently at the photo, as I looked to him.

Even Cortana was speechless.

Parisa saw the photo, and quickly moved it away, blushing. "Oh sorry. I know, personal effects must be kept stowed and away. But it was a comforting photo to have Chief. This little kid said that he'd protect and marry me when we got older, said that he would keep me safe. He saved my life when we were children. He passed away one year after. It's because of him I joined the corps. I'm gonna hold him to his promise, and stay alive till the end of this war."

Chief was stunned and silent for a second before he replied, " It's fighting for the ones you care for that helps us win this war."

"Now let's get through the tunnel."

**XXxXxXxXxX **

We dropped down into the tunnel, guns up and ready for any contacts. I swept the large tunnel, looking up for any hibernating Drones in the area. It appeared clear in this sector, but a large blocked off area up ahead signaled enemy contacts, and my motion detector served to confirm my assumptions. Chief and I pressed forward, and I had my M9S Pistol out. It was much more effective in dealing with targets quietly, no use alerting the Covenant. Chief simply had his serrated edge knife up, ready for anything. The marines behind us silently loped forward, before Chief held up his hand, and signaled me to move to his side. Up front, two Jackals, shields off and pistols hooked to their sides. Chief signaled Lieutenant Parisa forwards, and then counted to three. I shot them dead when he hit three, Chief and Parisa holding the bodies to make sure no sound would occur. Marines weren't too used to this kind of operation, but we were. Chief, in a two ton armored suit made no noise as he leapt to the sidewalk of the tunnel, knife at the ready. I spotted a crack in the large barrier of cars, and slid lithely through. Chief and I both noticed the Elite immediately. It had white armor, and an unpowered Energy sword at its side. Beneath it, three humans with blade marks through each of their chests lay on the floor. Chief balanced the tip of the knife on one gauntleted finger, and motioned to me. He threw the knife, embedding it directly into the Elite's throat. I moved from the shadows to cover the Elites mandibles, and to pull out the knife, killing it instantly as it's eyes turned glassy.

I passed the knife quietly to Chief, when suddenly I heard Parisa scream," Contact!"

She fired a burst directly at me, but I was astonished to see a shimmer in front of me as a camouflaged Elite hit the floor in front of me. I ducked as the floodlights switched on in the tunnel to reveal a large enemy force. I threw myself behind a car, and Chief pressed against a large pillar as the Marines moved to our sides.

"Throw grenades!" I commanded, and everyone complied, lobbing grenades at where most of the enemy resided. Plumes of debris and dirt blasted into the tunnel, causing it to shake. When the dust cleared, half were dead. The enemy counterattacked with precision, flanking our position with endless plasma fire. A Marine took a bolt to the face, and flatlined. Chief jumped down, firing quick bursts at the Elites. I pulled one unsuspecting split-chin from my cover, and stabbed it in the throat. My cover blown, I hopped out and kicked a Crimson Elite in the chest, causing it to tumble into its alien buddies. Chief latched a plasma grenade onto them, and we backpedaled as they disappeared into bloody mist.

Back in cover, the remaining Elites hunkered down, waiting for our heads to pop open. This wasn't a hard problem to solve. I opened my TACPAD, and set the sprinklers ahead of us to turn on. Suddenly, the Elites were hit with warm water. They warbled and shifted, but it was enough for Chief and I to land accurate shots on their exposed spots.

They hit the ground, and were summarily executed painlessly and quickly. I grabbed the dog tags off our dead, and handed them to Parisa, who held them and grimaced with a sense of mourning before slipping them into her already overflowing pockets.

"We have orders to hold this position sir." Parisa explained.

Chief and I nodded, before we moved through the exit corridor of this tunnel, towards the Metropolis beyond.

Chief looked at Parisa. " Lieutenant. Hold true to that promise." His voice gravelly, but a shade of emotion betrayed his tone.

Parisa nodded, and before we stepped out of sight, I saw the glitter of hope flash into her eyes.

A massive courtyard where Marines were making a stand against Covenant ghosts was in our sight. A jackal sniper was firing at the sewage tunnel we were in. I tapped its side, before kicking it off the tunnel and 40 feet down to the ground. I caught the beam rifle before it fell, and handed it to Chief before sliding down a small pathway towards the ground. Chief fired until he ran out of ammo, then followed me down. When he landed, a huge rumbling shook us in our armor, and we looked up to see the Scarab up ahead. It was making its way into the city. An Elite charged at us with a Energy Sword, and we both raised our rifles. We didn't make it in time, as a Gauss Warthog pulled up without a passenger or a turret man, and promptly ran over the Elite.

"This town aint big enough for those alien bastards! Get on sirs! I'll get you two into the city."

Stacker drove us around the courtyard, where Chief took out the Covenant stationary gun emplacements with the turret. I sat in the passenger seat, checking info about the Scarab and it's weaknesses, while firing my Battle Rifle for precise headshots.

" This Scarab's bigger than the other ones. It was originally build to literally punch into the core of a planet, before the Covenant repurposed it for war. It's got one weakness. It's top is completely exposed. We jump on there, we can take it out from the inside." I relayed this information to Chief as he was firing.

" We need to get on top of a building." Chief said, firing as he did so.

I grunted in affirmation as Stacker drove over a large rock, and we drove onto another courtyard, crawling with the enemy. I wedged deeper into the passenger seat, hoping to make myself a small target as a Ghost drove past us. As it turned to fire another salvo, I threw a Plasma perpendicular to our path, which latched on to the ghost as it drove past us, firing it's plasma cannons. I shielded Stacker with my MJOLNIR, taking a couple bolts, and Chief avoided them altogether as the Ghost detonated and cartwheeled into a sapphire-purple carcass.

Jackal Snipers situated around the courtyard began firing in unison, hoping to take out Stacker as he weaved and moved the warthog. Chief sprayed the area with the , taking out the rubble in front of the Jackals due to it's inaccuracy, but it was sufficient to drop the Jackals from their perches and cause them to fall the screaming 10 meters to a painful death or a scarring injury. After a minute of sliding, cursing and the sound of staccato bullets intertwined with the whine of plasma bolts whizzing through the air, the courtyard was clear. Stacker had taken a plasma burn to the shoulder, but I poured some paste on it quickly as he drove.

"Damn, taken care of by a Spartan, talk about 5 star accommodations!" He drawled, causing me to smirk to myself.

"Drive Sergeant." Chief said from the gun, ever serious.

"Hunters! 12 o'clock!" I warned from the passenger. The large organic tanks hefted their shields and rumbled a chilling growl before firing their cannons.

Chief grabbed Sergeant Stacker and jumped off the Warthog, and I followed suit with him. We rolled for several seconds, and when I looked up, both hunters were dead. Crushed by the fiery warthog that we'd left behind.

" Stupid buggers." Stacker kicked them, as we walked into the large tunnel the hunters came from.

Cortana chimed in. "You boys might want to watch yourselves. This tunnel leads to the city center. It's crawling with Wraiths and Phantoms. I'm redirecting a scorpion tank over to you."

Stacker tapped my shoulder. "Sir, I'm heading back to my platoon, we got orders to pull out to defend another area."

I nodded, and Stacker jogged slowly back to a Pelican.

As we walked through the large tunnel, Chief mentioned to me, " Didn't he serve with us on the Autumn? He was the one defending the beach on the fight for the cartographer. "

I nodded, and asked, "How the hell did he make it back?"

Chief was about to affirm my question, when a large tank pulled up in front of us. The driver hopped out, and saluted.

" Got her warmed up for you sir!" The young man said. I nodded in appreciation, and Chief hopped into the pilot seat, with my following on the gunner. There was a silenced SMG in the gunner seat, which I put on my left side. Could be useful.

We drove into the city center, and Cortana wasn't wrong, the place was crawling with Covenant. Chief aimed his cannon, and with a rumbling roar, a Wraith at the far end of the road exploded. I whooped, and Chief whipped the gun around to fire on several ghosts that were approaching. I aimed my turret, spraying the foot soldiers with powerful bullets that tore them all to shreds. Up ahead, a Phantom began to drop a Wraith. Chief began letting lose all his shells on the Phantom, Which caused it to Veer wildly out of control, and slam into the ground, exploding a couple seconds later with a fiery plume that went as far as 30 meters. I felt it from over 50 meters away.

The destruction of the Phantom did wonders in sapping out the Covenant morale, and we crushed the stragglers quickly.

"Leave the Scorpion, there's a Pelican dropping a tank man and a troops." Cortana advised, then continued. " Go to that building up there, we'll need their help to defeat that Scarab."

A marine at the entrance saw two supersoldiers coming and jumped to attention. "Sir! Corporal Perez, A-Company! CP is this way sir; the LT got hit as soon as we hit the ground. "

"Damn. Who's in charge now?" I asked.

" That's Sergeant Banks sir! He's pinned down up top, come on, I'll show you."

We charged up the stairs to a large balcony overlooking the streets where the destroyed Wraiths and Covenant debris lay. Up front, an enormous plasma beam destroyed a overpass, and the Scarab lumbered into view.

Banks was pushed against a barricade, seeing us and saying, " When I asked for reinforcements, I didn't think they'd send a Spartan. Instead, they sent two. We got trouble!"

The Scarab didn't even notice the tank firing at it, instead crushing it with one massive leg. Uncaring of us on the ground, it simply crawled over us.

A Marine panicked, and yelled, "Do you see this look! It's terror!"

Banks growled, "Marine, I don't recall giving you permission to bitch like a dog. God thing is really staring to piss me off! Marines, we are going to kill us a Scarab!"

We moved higher up the buildings, up to a series of catwalks. We followed the scarab's position closely behind it, as I picked up ammo from crates on the way. Chief grabbed a rocket launcher and hefted it in one hand, his other hand firing his assault rifle at the Jackals peppering us from the deck of the Scarab. Marines moved to avoid us as we charged to the side.

"Chief, you know how to take it down right?" I asked. He simply nodded, and we started moving ahead of the scarab. Now we were on top of it, staring down as the Scarab rumbled below us, moving slowly forward. I counted to three, and we both leapt off the deck.

We both dropped down onto the deck, and I pulled out my SMG, shredding the Covenant shields and turning them into chum. It was amusing that they didn't have a lot of inner protection. Chief moved down, using his rocket Launcher to blow apart the pilots quickly and easily, destroying them before they could even move. This was a textbook play, but all of it went incredibly smoothly.

"That was anticlimactic!" I clanked my gauntlet against Chief's, as I destroyed the Scarab's vital parts.

The Marines on the catwalks ogled us as we walked away from the destroyed Scarab, as it entered shutdown mode. A Pelican pulled up, opening its cargo bay to us.

Johnson yelled at us through the COM. " Chief, Six Get in!"

We hopped on, and the Pelican flew and docked into the In Amber Clad. There was a huge lurch as we docked, throwing Chief and I off our feet.

"Hold on people, Slipspace rupture!" I heard Commander Keyes warn.

Chief and I held on to something steady, as the ship began to rumble.

" I don't even know where we're going." Cortana said.

Chief deadpanned, " Do we ever?"

I chuckled, and answered, " No, but since when has that ever stopped us?"

(A/N : Well! Another chapter! Sorry for the slowness, school starting up and I'm in my last year of high school, going to be a bit rough on my writing schedule, that and a hell of a lot more other stuff. Rest assured, I am not going on hiatus. Writing is way too much freaking fun. Seeing my reviewer's happy compliments is also great, not that constructive criticism isn't either. Enjoy!)


	29. Double Wonderland

**Double-Wonderland**

With a large thump, we went out of Slipspace. I was on top of Chief, having toppled over during the rupture.

Chief sighed, " You going to ask me out on a date?"

I laughed, and got up. "Cortana, location?" I asked.

" Not too sure Will, Getting some NAV information but it's going to take some time. Keyes wants you two in HEV's though."

We both nodded, and headed to the HEV's in the cargo bay. Most likely we were probably going to do a combat drop.

"Chief, who was Parisa?" I asked as we were patiently in our pods, waiting for further orders.

"She was a young girl I befriended before I was conscripted. I saved her from a lake when we were six, and promised to marry her." He answered curtly.

I nodded, satisfied with his answer. Chief gave no more, and no less the amount of information required.

" I thought about her for a while I was training. I… wondered for her safety."

Chief was beginning to open up to me, that was a good sign. He needed someone with him, not just Cortana to talk to him. God knows we all needed a friend. If captain Keyes had never saved my life back then on Reach, I'd have no idea how Chief would have handled all the stuff we'd went through. But I think he'd have done fine, despite the stress we'd collectively gone through together.

I shook the ponderings out of my head and replied, " I see. You care for her. Maybe after this war, when all the black ink is wiped, of course if ONI decides to work for the benefit of war heroes for once, you could find her and tell her."

Chief replied, his tone thoughtful, "Maybe."

Miranda Keyes steely voice came over on our COM," Sorry for the quick jump, you guys okay?"

Cortana took the liberty to answer for the two of us. "We're fine."

On the viewscreen in our HEV's appeared the front camera of the UNSC In Amber Clad. Up ahead was a large object, growing larger still as we approached it, the Covenant Carrier with Truth up ahead. The object looked oddly ring-shaped, and as we got closer, I realized what we were looking at.

Keyes stared in amazement. "Cortana, what are we looking at?"

Cortana was amazed as well, but said to her, "That is another Halo."

Johnson choked, presumably on the cigar he was just chewing on. " What?"

Commander Keyes stared in wonder, most likely imagining the thoughts her father had when he first came across the ring world. "So this is what my father found. I thought Halo was a super weapon. This seems more like a planet, an artificial structure."

I replied, "Figures, the size of the weapon…."

Cortana affirmed. "Noble is correct. If Halo is ever activated, this will cause global destruction on a galactic scale."

On our view screens, the Halo grew larger. If it was anything like the one we were on, Chief and I were in for another slice of hell.

Commander Keyes ordered Cortana, " I want all the information you have on the first Halo. Schematics, topography, anything you got. I don't care if it's classified or not."

Cortana affirmed, " Yes ma'am."

Keyes then turned to us. "Chief, Noble, I need you to take first platoon. Hard drop into the ring, and secure a landing zone. Sergeant Johnson, take two flights of Pelicans, and follow them in."

Johnson replied, 'Aye aye, ma'am."

I heard a hiss as someone, presumably Johnson got out of his pod. He pounded both of our pods as he walked by, and Chief and I pounded back in response.

"Understood." Chief said.

A machine counted the seconds to drop, and I heard the familiar beep as there was a sudden lurch, and we hell-jumped to Halo. The pod began shaking, the acceleration incredibly strong as the pods caught fire and streaked down to Halo like meteorites. I checked the landing zone co-ordinates with my TACPAD, and then opened up an estimate of where I would land. A Jackal manning a shade began firing at us. I tapped two commands, and my pod adjusted slightly.

With a deafening crack, I heard my pod destroy the shade and the Jackal inside as I landed on it. I kicked open the pod as Chief got out next to me, several ODST's and Marines up front and behind us on the Cliffside.

Cortana was almost gleeful, " Could we make anymore noise?"

Chief turned to his pod and yanked out a SPNKR Rocket Launcher.

I grinned beneath my helmet, " Apparently so."

Sergeant Stacker and Private Dubbo both waved at us from the topside of the cliff, and yelled at us, "Chief, Noble! We could use your help in getting taking out those turrets. We gotta clear the landing zone for the Pelicans!"

We pushed upwards, and I fired three bursts from my Battle Rifle straight into three Jackals heads. Their shields did nothing to stop them, as they weren't covering their heads. Chief stopped, and suddenly straightened. With a plume of smoke and fire, a rocket streamed down into a huge group of Covenant that had just dropped from a phantom. Bits of charred meat sizzled the ground, as I whistled in appreciation. Two ivory Elites came out from a small alcove, and fired their carbines with deadly accuracy. I dodged and weaved to avoid their fire, but Stacker and Dubbo picked up the slack, throwing two grenades that dropped the Elites tough shields. Chief raised and fired, and they dropped.

Up ahead, a large temple decorated with ornate foreign markings dominated the Cliffside. It looked to be made of bronze, but was much stronger, as evidenced by the grenades that exploded on its side and caused zero dents on it.

"Clear the temple!" I called out. Chief pulled out a submachine gun, and tossed me his assault rifle. I caught it and nodded.

Stacker whipped out a M90 and drawled. "I like to keep this for close encounters." Dubbo used his Assault Rifle. We moved silently into the large temple. I stood in the forefront, while the two Marines protected the left and right, and Chief watched out back. I pressed against the first temple room. I set a countdown marker on 3. When the mark hit zero, we burst into the room, firing. Elites and Grunts seemed to look up in slow motion as we began firing. The Elites in the room were shredded to pieces, and the lowly grunts were polished off by Stackers shotgun. We entered the room as the bodies hit the floor.

Chief waved us onwards, as we moved slowly, with practiced and relaxed steps. The next room was clear, save for a couple grunts. I took point and signaled to the rest of our team to stay put. I pulled out my silenced pistol and was about to move into the room when stacker waved at me. I turned sharply, but caught a second M9S he tossed at me. I nodded in appreciation, and wielded both of them. Turning into the rom, my pistols coughed once, twice, thrice, and several more times before the seven grunts hit the floor. I whistled, and blew at the barrels before strapping them to my sides, and waving the rest into the room. John came in first, shaking his head at the sight of me. Dubbo and Stacker came after, eyes peeled for trouble. We moved upwards. Chief took point, and suddenly he stopped and fired his SMG. I peeled over the corner, and saw two Elites on the floor, throats streamed with blood. That was most likely the last of them.

We emerged on the roof of the temple, breathing a sigh of relief at clearing the large but incredibly cramped temple. I popped a large blue flare, and threw it on the cliff face. This would signal the Pelican that it was clear to land.

It wasn't that clear as a Sprit dropship dropped down in place of the Pelican. We all retreated into the safety of the temple, taking potshots at the dropping Covenant. Suddenly we heard a deafening explosion, and saw the shattered remains of the spirit on the ground. A Pelican with a loud roar of its engines powered over the LZ, and dropped a warthog as well as a small troop of Marines.

"There's our ride!" Cortana called out.

Johnson's loud and powerful voice came on our COMs, " I got a good view from here, There's a big ass building in the middle of this little outcrops lake."

Cortana affirmed Johnson's thoughts; "I saw it too on the way down, looks a bit like a temple. If I were a megalomaniac crazy person, which I'm not by the way, that is where I would be."

I hopped into the driver seat, while Chief hopped on the turret. The rest of the Marines would secure the area. I honked the horn, and drove was the gears and wheels of the warthog tracked turf all around the temple. We drove past the temple on a small pathway, allowing us some breathing room. Outside, there was a truly beautiful view. An enormous lake, shimmering and clear from human or alien interference lay at the bottom of a large ravine. Birds of an unknown origin flocked around in concentric circles, looming over the area.

"Looks like a postcard doesn't it?" I mentioned as we drove past.

Chief nodded." Indeed."

Dubbo and the rest of his Marines were behind us, and Dubbo joked over the COM, "Hey Sarge! Kicking ass in outer space, wish you were here."

Johnson came in over our COM, "I heard that, jackass!"

I drove on, till we saw a large chasm and the building Sergeant Johnson talked about on his way here. Wraiths and a platoon of Covenant guarded the area. I gunned it, going faster in order to avoid the mortars that desecrated the once beautiful landscape. I drove past the temple just as a mortar slammed into the roof of it, taking out the top turret and causing concrete to slam into the floor with a loud smash.

I swerved and weaved inwards and outwards, Chief firing until the touch armor plating of the large Wraith break apart. The turret gunner manned on the top of it began to fire the moment we got close; a couple of glancing bolts slamming into us and burning our shields. I threw a plasma grenade, latching it onto the too exposed gunner, sending him to Covenant paradise and sending chunks of meat everywhere.

Chief kept firing until he must have hit a fuel line, as the Wraith tank suddenly detonated in a beautiful blue flash. The place now clear, I took a look around. The chasm up ahead had Covenant supply containers, which meant that Regret was somewhere there. We had to find a way to get past the chasm.

Cortana seemed to read our minds. "The Covenant have control of the bridge ahead, and they're going to try keep us here. However, what they don't know is that there's a bridge override in the temple structure up front."

I hopped off the warthog and Chief followed into the ornate temple. I cracked it open, and saw a large switch. Unlike the rest of the ancient looking temple, this was a hologram with the ancient symbols hovering and shimmering around it. This looked a lot like the switches we'd seen on the first Halo. I tapped the hologram with my palm, and heard a loud whirr as the bridge began coming from the other side.

We immediately ran back to the Warthog and strapped in for a big fight. As we moved on past the bridge, we kept our eyes peeled for enemy activity. As it seemed, most of the Covenant had retreated further into the bridge.

Johnson came over the COM, "Time to deliver you boys some armor."

Up front, there was a hologram of the Prophet of Regret delivering a speech in Covenant.

Chief walked to the hologram, then walked back.

"There's our target. What's he doing? Delivering a battle cry?" he asked, his gravelly voice accentuating his questions.

Cortana helpfully answered. "Actually, I believe Regret's giving a sermon to be exact. For now, it's mostly the usual religious spiel, but I will translate if there is anything of note."

The familiar roar of a Pelican sounded over our heads, as a tank attached to its side dropped from the sky and landed with a loud crunch. I waited for Chief to get on the tank, but he stood, and pointed his rifle at it.

"Oh boy!" I said sarcastically, getting in the driver seat as Chief smirked before getting on the turret.

Cortana butted in, "Now now boys, everyone gets their turn. Drive further into the temple, Regrets signal is broadcasting from the center."

"Backseat driver." Chief grunted, as the tank shuddered and rumbled across the bridge. As we turned into a large temple, a small group of grunts came out, squeaking and shrieking in their guttural alien tongues before being silenced by twin plumes of fire from Chief's rocket launcher. He tossed it to the side, empty before we kept moving.

We carefully passed through the ruins, eyes peeled. Behind us, the ODST's caught up after securing the area behind us and followed on foot. A couple of Ghosts swarmed into view, firing their plasma cannons straight at us. I made a large target, allowing the armor plating to take the hits, while I fired the cannons right at them. With a large boom, the main gun recoiled back, and the ghost disappeared, leaving behind a charred metal carcass.

"Woo!" I whooped, whipping the cannon around to fire at another unlucky Ghost, which blew it over the ramparts in the structure, causing it to topple into the abyss below, the Elite screaming with terror every inch of the way. The rest were simply annihilated by superior firepower.

I drove the tank deeper into the structure, destroying everything in my way. Cortana concernedly mentioned, "Careful, we're coming up to another structure."

I drove in, and two Wraith tanks instantly turned on us, firing their mortars at us in unison. Due to the confined areas of the ruins, the plasma harmlessly detonated on the walls, leaving us unscathed. I loaded a shell and fired, destroying the plating of the Wraith with my first shot, my second shot serving to destroy it. The other one followed suit quickly, and I drove onwards. Soon, I made my way to a track that was impassable, ruins of buildings scattered across the path. I grunted in annoyance and got out of the tank, pulling Chief out as well.

"Time to hoof it." He said as he began to walk through the remains, and quickly ducked as a plasma bolt whizzed through the air and seared the top of his helmet. He pressed against a large pillar as seven Elites emerged from what looked like the ruins of an altar, wielding Plasma Rifles and Carbines. The Marines behind us arrived, slamming into the walls behind us.

"Suppress!" Chief yelled as he turned from cover and began firing his Assault Rifle in short bursts. The marines and I followed up, moving pillar-to-pillar, cover-to-cover. I made it to just a couple feet from the Elites, and I heard Stacker yell, "Noble!"

I turned and saw an M90 at my feet. I picked it up and pumped it, before throwing myself over the pillar, and firing. One Elite caught the full brunt of the first shell, blown apart and back several inches back. An azure Elite on my left began firing, but I barged into it with my left shoulder, and used my left hand to find purchase on its shoulder. My arm strained as I grabbed him and threw him against another Elite, and shot them both with my M90. Meanwhile, Chief had loped his way swiftly up onto the altar, and began firing at the Elites left, drawing them off my back and allowing Stacker and his Marines to shred them apart with concentrated rounds.

I got up as Stacker whistled appreciatively. "Glad to have you Noble."

I nodded. "Part of the job aint it?"

I clanked a fist against Chiefs as we kept moving, guns at the ready. Beyond the destroyed altar had a corridor that led directly to the heart of the forerunner ruins, and with it that was where Regret was hiding. I passed my shotgun back to Stacker, who grabbed it and slung it behind his back. We moved on, making it to a large area.

Miranda Keyes calmly came in over our COM, "Chief, Noble, I'm sending you some ammo and weapons, they should help you punch through their lines."

Chief replied, "Noted."

We looked up to the sky to see small pinpricks of light flash from the Dawn, and pods containing ammo rocketed down, containing a sniper rifle, several slings of ammo, and a large amount of grenades along with a prototype.

Chief picked up the prototype grenade. "Will, what's this?" He tossed it at me.

I caught it and inspected it carefully, and my TACPAD began streaming information. "Mini EMP grenade. It's mostly used in counter-insurgency ops to take out the electronics of the rebels before they storm in and take everyone out. Just recently it's been repurposed to work on Jackal and Covenant shields. Marines are starting to call it the power drainer. Is it EMP or emp?"

"EMP." He said as I passed it back. "Will come in handy when we encounter Elites. It'll blow apart their shields and allow some easy headshots."

I nodded, and he popped it next to his grenade belt. We moved forward quietly, looking around at the atmosphere up ahead. Apart from the blazing sun, the ruins raised around the area were jutting out from the ground like the enormous fingers of a dead god. It was quiet and eerie, apart from the Covenant religious sermons placed around the area, giving the place a scene of a horror movie. I drew up my TACPAD, and tapped a command. A waypoint appeared in our HUD, signifying where we were supposed to go.

Cortana interrupted." Hey, don't let that thing replace me."

I coughed, "Not a chance."

Several more steps forward and a wave of red dots flashed on my motion sensor. Up ahead, through a one story building came several Elites clad in crimson and grey armor. Along with them came several shimmering mirages of the background, which meant stealth Elites. An unlucky Marine took a plasma bolt to the chest, and hit the floor, unmoving and eyes open. Stacker pulled off his dog tags before jumping into cover.

Chief rose and fired two bursts, and two Elites materialized out of thin air, blood dripping from their chests. Stacker looked around, and suddenly threw a large mound of sand upwards into the air. It shimmered onto the ground, except for the parts covered by Elites. I fired my Battle Rifle quickly, punching three holes each into their head and neck.

We charged forward, and Chief bowled over a crimson Elite, and snagged his unpowered energy sword before throwing it to me. I caught it, activated it and stabbed an Elite through the chest, before shoving upwards with a yell and cleaving it in half.

The last Elite roared and charged at me with his own blade, but not before being taken out by a clean rifle butt to the back of the head. Chief knelt, and snapped its neck painlessly before getting up and strapping the Elite's energy sword to his own weapon belt.

Cortana's clear voice spoke to us. " You're nearing a large Covenant emplacement. No large vehicles, but 3 ghosts and at least three-dozen Covenant infantry… wait, make that 4-dozen, a phantom just dropped a couple more. They're just behind this corner. Power drainer seems useful now doesn't it hmm?"

"Yes. Yes it does." I said as Chief activated it. We pressed against the wall leading to the Covenant forces, almost like breaching a one sided door. I took a smoke-flash canister, and primed it. After three seconds I lobbed it past the corner.

Three seconds later, I heard the Covenant forces scream in confusion and anger as they were blinded first by a brilliant flash and then by milky dark smoke. Chief threw the power drainer down the corner, then turned and stormed in. I followed as Stacker and the rest of the marines stayed back.

Being in the MJOLNIR armor had its benefits, and one of those was seeing clearly through the dark smoke. With no shields, and swinging their bodies crazily around, they were easy picking. When the smoke cleared, a pile of bodies littered the ground.

"We need to make these canisters standard issue." I said, as I began to scrounge for plasma grenades on the corpses. Stacker brought up the rear, lowering his guard only slightly as he saw the enemy was dead.

One marine frowned. " Where'd the party go?"

Private Dubbo replied, " Back to your mums house mate." Immediately after he said that there was a thump. I turned and saw Dubbo massaging his arm and a grinning ODST with his helmet depolarized. Boys will be boys. I sighed and waved as both of them polarized their helmets and stopped goofing off.

Cortana helpfully notified us on the COM, " We need to clear the Covenant forces in this structure." I looked up and saw the large granite building, looming over us. It seemed to have eyes, cold dark ones, staring at us as we entered. I saw was a long hallway stretched to several pairs of walkways leading skywards into an unknown destination. Ancient symbols dotted the walls, and Covenant caches were scattered around the area. The light refracted off the skylight in the roof, reflecting and illuminating the room. Two Hunters rumbled with anger as they stepped off a small plinth, and charged their cannons. I threw myself to the side, and Chief simply hit the floor as the huge plasma bolt streamed out the door.

I lobbed two grenades over the wall, detonating two large plinths of smoke, and revealed the two hunters having several cracks in their armor, bleeding bright orange blood. Enraged now, the hunters began charging, swinging their shields around and firing their cannons. An unlucky Marine caught a cannon to the face, and was gone instantly. I rose, aimed and fired an accurate burst into one hunters exposed neck. More blood began streaming out, and it finally went down with a well-placed plasma grenade by Chief. The second one roared in grief, and began firing even faster, its rage seeming to fuel its thirst for our blood. It managed to take down two other Marines before concentrated fire finally took it down.

I keyed the KIA's in my TACPAD, and took the remaining intact- dog tags of the fallen. We moved on, and travelled slowly up the staircase, guns pointed up, and down at the previous room. On top of the staircase there was another hologram of Regret, delivering another of his sermons.

"What's he saying this time?" I asked.

Cortana helpfully replied, "He's explaining the nature of the forerunners transcendence, and the binding nature of the Covenant."

Chief said. "Their transcendence is going to end in mass suicide."

We kicked over the hologram generator, and we moved out. The giant room moved outside, breaking open to reveal a large wooded area. A waterfall stood right ahead of us. We stepped through gently, as the water streamed passed over our visors, and the Marines grumbled with frustration.

Cortana winked at us over the HUD, "You two bring me to wonderful places. Anyways, the main temple is right past the creek that's up ahead. Regret is close to that area. Careful, this place has more Jackals than I've ever seen."

I shrugged, thinking that it couldn't have been that much.

We moved upwards, and found ourselves on the top of a large cliff with a lone Jackal. I crept forward, and then snapped its neck, catching it before it hit the ground. I looked and saw upwards of 50 Jackals around the area. They hadn't noticed us, and were milling about, doing their business. Chief moved up and scanned the area. We signaled the Marines to follow up, and counted to three. One three, we jumped and landed on the cliff face. The Jackals in front turned and were met with burning led bullets.

10 went down quickly, and I immediately shouted. "Stacker open fire!"

On cue, a hail of bullets cascaded downwards, shredding the stunned and surprised aliens apart. Several of them powered up their shields, but I'd already planned for that, rolling grenades across their feet and blowing them into the air.

All of 60 seconds passed, and they all lay dead around us. The temple up ahead was where we needed to be. The area was clear, or clear enough for a Pelican to land. Stacker ordered his marines to fan out, then pinged us.

"We're gonna drop a Pelican down for an assist." He drawled at us.

"Got it." Chief nodded, and cocked his head at me. We ventured into the temple carefully, guns at the ready.

We entered the temple to see four Elites wielding energy swords. They were different though, with ornate headdresses and a special kind of armor.

"Oh god! Honor guards. You two watch out these guys are a special kind of dangerous!"

I ducked backwards as one of them jumped down the staircase and swung a sword at me. I swerved to the right and caught the Elite on its right arm, then threw it against the wall. My motion detector flashed again and I swiped to the left this time, causing an energy sword to embed itself against the wall. Chief fired three bursts from his assault rifle on both of their heads, and they went down. The two others charged forward, swords pirouetting a deadly dance. One barely missed, slamming against my side as I fired round after round from my BR, whittling its shields down slowly. A lucky strike slammed against my side as my shields bleeped a warning, barely holding. I immediately tried a new tactic. I shoved forward, butting its face with my Rifle, and knocking it back. Momentarily stunned, I whipped out my combat knife and stabbed it into its throat. It warbled, shook, and then finally hit the floor.

I turned to see Chief standing with his rifle smoking against an Elite carcass on the floor.

"Took you long enough." He deadpanned.


	30. The Subtle Approach

**The Subtle Approach**

We looked around the area for any more contacts, and it was clear. The hologram of Regret was continuing to spout its spiel, and we paid it no mind as we rested for a couple seconds, reloading and refilling. I popped off my helmet for a quick second as I munched on a ration.

Cortana stopped us both. "You may want to check out the hologram!"

We both looked up, staring at it from our resting spots.

"What's he saying?" I asked Cortana, curious.

She appeared right next to him, smaller though, with her familiar numbers running across her slender body. She smiled, and then snapped her fingers, causing the mottled alien called Regret to speak. "I shall light this holy ring, release its cleansing path, and burn a path into the divine beyond!"

"Damn." Chief and I chorused.

"We have a problem Commander." I called Keyes on the COM.

"So I've heard. However, there is a matter of importance. I've located a library similar to the one you've found on the first Halo. If the rings both work the same way, then the Index should be inside."

Johnson cut in with his strong voice, "I'll bet my cigar the Covenant is thinking the exact same thing."

Keyes thought for a second, and then came to a conclusion. "Then we need to beat them to it. Extract your men, meet me at the library, we're going to take the index from their hands."

"Roger that ma'am, I'm on it."

"Chief, Noble. Continue on your current objective. Take the prophet down."

"Got it." I said.

Drones flew in from the top, as I quickly strapped on my helmet and found some over. I grabbed my battle rifle and shot in short bursts, taking the weak aliens out. Chief started firing with his assault rifle, very effective in destroying the buggers. A couple of them kept firing, bringing our shields a bit low. I dodged to the left, ducked to the right, and kept firing. The last finally hit the ground as we sighed in relief.

"They came from up top, that'll lead us out." I pointed upwards.

We strode up the curved slope, venturing back outside, noticing the ruins were infested with a large force of Covenant. They were populated on the lower floors, and below them was what had to have been 100 feet of open air, leading to a foggy sea below. I looked up and saw a cloudless sky, the only thing obstructing it being the giant ring-like structure up above. The commanding Elite, a red one slid up his gaze to find two large armored men staring directly at him. I shrugged, and jumped off, allowing my full weight to slam onto its shoulders. It immediately slid backwards only to be crushed by Chief, who knocked it out then shot it in its jaw with his Assault Rifle, destroying its shields and then its open mouth. The grunts saw to see their commander had fallen, and then began shrieking.

It was funny until I saw the grenades strapped to their arms. I whipped up my BR55 and fired direct headshots at the 5 grunts, they hit the floor, and the resounding explosions from their corpses rang in my helmet for a good 10 seconds. Chief nodded, satisfied at the carnage, and we continued on.

Cortana pondered in our helmets out loud, giving us some interesting bytes of information. "Hey boys, I think the forerunners built the new structures, like the floating bridge over the huge old temples, probably to protect, or honor them. Pure speculation though, I'd need to make a thorough survey."

"Interesting." We both replied.

We moved along the platform and stopped at the edge. There was a Gondola that would take us from here to the other side. It was floating on nothing, and seemed to be connected by vibrant pulses of light that jumped from one end to another. The gondola that we needed to take had already left.

Cortana continued, studying the strange inscriptions right next to the gondola platform. "Hrm. I wish I had more time to decipher these. The forerunners are definitely revering this place, but for what reason? I can't tell if this was a temple, a university… I don't know."

"Contact! Behind us!" Chief called out.

I whipped around to see two Hunters charge their cannons. We threw each other to opposite sides as the fuel rod laser blew right between us. They charged forward angrily, hoping to knock us off the platform. I weaved to the right, and fired a couple bursts, the bullets pinging off its armor with zero effect, serving only to gather its attention. They both turned to me, and Chief took his opportunity. He leapt off of one foot and began charging at full speed. He hit like a truck, and slammed into the Hunter. They were huge, and massive, but they couldn't avoid the incredible energy that a Spartan can output. One Hunter was knocked off the platform, dropping to the abyss below. The other one was distracted and as it turned I immediately pulled a captured energy dagger from my belt and stabbed its exposed backside. I slid it left and right as the hunter worms began to leak, and almost as if it powered down, it rumbled so hard I felt it in my bones and hit the floor, steaming.

I grinned, nodding to Chief. But it wasn't over yet, as the platform was coming back with a large group of Elites, seven to be exact. Several were honor guards, toting Energy swords, but the rest had needle rifles or Covenant Carbines. I ducked, and fired several bursts of suppressive fire, their shields absorbing it harmlessly. But it served to distract them from the real threat, as Chief lobbed two grenades onto moving platform. To great effect, it blew three of them off the platform into the abyss below, the shrapnel ripping into the remaining survivors, destroying their shields. I popped up quickly, and fired, but they smartly ducked, waiting before they stormed off the platform onto ours and charged at us. One hung back, firing at us with its needle rifle.

We studied the three honor guards, all the while moving to avoid the needle rifle shots. Luckily, the Elite was a terrible shot. They were brutal, and strong, but their blind rage led to their deaths. With a missed swing, I pushed my rifle upward, knocking it back before I emptied an entire BR clip into the Honor guard's chest. With Chief was fighting two honor guards at the same time, backpedaling while firing with his Assault Rifle, slowly bringing down their shields. I reloaded, and quickly fired on the one closest to Chief, causing it to stumble. Chief took the advantage and threw it off the balcony. I charged into the second one, and slammed it to the ground, pulling out my knife and stabbing its throat, penetrating its shields as the energy sword by its side flickered to nothing. The last one roared in anguish, dropping its rifle and charging at us with two plasma grenades strapped to its chest. We both swung around, and opened up. It dropped ten feet away, lying on the ground before disappearing into a purple mist from the grenades.

One Spartan would have been dangerous enough, but two apparently seemed to be major overkill. We stepped onto the platform, and looked for a switch.

Cortana sighed audibly, "What would you two do without me? It's in the front."

I grinned beneath my faceplate and tapped the holographic switch up ahead. The large platform hummed to life, groaning as it began to move silently. I looked around, seeing the landscape all around us. Greenery laced with futuristic buildings far and wide tattered the area. It was incredible. I whistled as I sat on the edge, relaxing for a while. The trip would take at least 20 minutes, so we had a nice time to refuel, relax, and pop a couple stims.

Chief stood next to me, sighing before he gave into comfort and sat down on the hard metallic floor. I opened and pulled out the water pack stored on the right side of my pack. I handed it to Chief, who sloshed it around before slipping open his helmet for a small sip. I saw the hint of a smile on his face as he drank, before the stoic exterior of a metallic golden visor dropped back onto his head.

I looked up, and immediately tapped Chief twice, who rose with me. I pointed at a swarm of enormous bugs that were coming. They weren't bugs. Drones wielding various weapons from plasma rifles to needlers swarmed over us, firing. I took cover behind one of the small slopes on the platform, and waited for an opportunity. Chief simply started firing with his assault rifle, so when I turned, the swarm was gone, and Chief was reloading his clip. I thought he'd killed them all, but a plasma bolt slammed into the back of my head. I spun around, and fired several bursts up into the air, forcing the swarms to drop way down, twitching or unmoving. More came, and surrounded us, forcing us to begin firing crazily as some decided to descend downwards to attack us up close.

Cortana blurted out, analyzing the area before explaining to us, " The lake below us couldn't have been created by volcanic action, which means two things: It was either built this way, or created by another event. You busy?"

I grabbed a drone by its hind legs and emptied a clip from my M7S pistol into its insect-like chest. "Ya'think?" I slapped the pistol back into its holster before I slammed a reload into the BR on my back, firing wildly. It was several seconds before they were fully dealt with, and our armor was now spattered with drone blood. I waited several seconds, as my shields began humming and recharged. Chief peeled a wing off from his chest plate, and shrugged to me. The gondola-like platform continued moving without further interruption until the large Covenant forces residing on our destination noticed the Gondola wasn't full of alien freaks, but Spartans.

Chief signaled me to move to the two pillars that resided on the Gondola. And we both pressed against the side as they began to fire, pinning us down with endless amounts of plasma bolts. I groaned, and tossed two grenades, along with a smoke canister. They detonated one after the other, the grenades killing some, and the smoke serving to disorient them as we stormed off the platform, killing everything around us thanks to the MJOLNIR's thermal vision. The Elites could only roar as their shields went down, and their grunts died around them before they were killed themselves.

I took the two remaining canisters and hefted them. "These are useful. We'd have taken much longer without it."

Up ahead, there was a structure, with what appeared to be a subterranean elevator. I looked down the hatch, and saw an incredibly long stretching hatch, which seemed to lead into water. With a large sound, a lift emerged from the water, and it wasn't empty. We slipped into the shadows, and waited for the lift to reach the top. I tossed a frag into the now opening lift, which exploded with screams of pain. I looked at the elevator that was smoking with the bodies of seven dead Jackals. I stepped over them, and pushed them out of the elevator. Chief tapped the panel located in the middle, as we descended into the unknown.

It took only a second before the entire lift was submerged in water, and I looked around to see Marine animals that I'd never come across, nor would I want to ever come across. They looked horrific, predatory animals, and they snapped at us as we passed. Thankfully, they weren't very large, just incredibly ugly. Their prey, small fish swam away in droves in the distance as the predators came chomping. It felt like an analogy to us, humanity the prey, the Covenant the predators, and I shivered slightly as the large fish swallowed the school of fish whole.

Cortana came in over our COM with something interesting. "I've intercepted a secure transmission from Regret's Carrier to the something called High Charity. It seems to be a formal apology to the Prophets of Truth and Mercy. Apparently, Regret jumped the gun when he attacked 's asking the other Prophets to 'forgive his premature arrival', arguing that 'no human presence was foretold.' That explains why there were so few ships in his fleet. But it's odd that a Prophet would have such bad intel about his enemy's homeworld."

"Maybe he was too excited to land on Earth." Chief came up with an answer.

"Why? What is the reason?" I asked.

Chief answered, "Whatever it is, he's never going to see the fruits of his labor." Before slamming a clip into his Assault Rifle.

I grinned as we shifted upwards and to the right, shimmering through the water and heading for the surface. We soundlessly made it to the top, and two large elites were standing guard, facing away from us. They were completely oblivious to the two Spartans. We silently took out our knives and stabbed through their shields. They shook and grabbed at their neck before sliding to the floor. I took out my silenced pistol, and whispered through the area.

I saw several grunts sleeping soundly, and grabbed my pistol butt to knock each of the grunts out. As the room was now clear of hostiles, I called out, "Clear!"

Chief strode from the elevator, shaking his head. "Just announce it to everybody."

Cortana chuckled. "Moving on, I'm getting reports of a large Covenant force moving into the area. Might be something to take watch of."

The room we were in was barren, save for yet another elevator, submerged in the deep. This time the door was elevator was already waiting for us. We both headed in, and headed back underwater. While we were inside the relative safety, I popped a stim, and had a sip of water.

Cortana offered a strange source of information. " Regret's carrier just received a response from High Charity. It's a very well encrypted message from the Prophet of Truth. You two wont believe this: Your hast has jeopardized the fulfillment of our government, and threatened our grand design. The only reason you will be spared a public display of our contempt is attributed to mercy and his wise counsel. Three Hierarchs. Killing Regret seems like it'd shake up the Covenant leadership, but it doesn't seem like they'd be too upset."

The door hissed open, revealing another empty room, but with a doorway leading outside. The only item in the room was a hologram of regret, spouting more rhetoric about his Great Journey.

"If only they knew what their great journey entailed." Chief muttered, as we walked outdoors, guns ready. Three ivory Elites roared before one unsheathed a Carbine, and in the others case an energy sword. I immediately ducked back to avoid the outpouring of fire, as the ivory Elite stormed into the room. I backpedaled fast, as did Chief, pouring bullet after bullet into its shields. The two other Elites tried to enter, but Chief lobbed a grenade, delaying them for several seconds. It threw its sword in a deadly arc, which drained my shields completely, burning a large score into my armor, threatening to break it. But at the same time, it's shields also depleted. Chief took advantage and landed a double tap with his pistol. It collapsed at the two other Elites rushed it.

"Left one!" I bellowed, as we rose to focus fire on the first one, absorbing a couple carbine rounds, but succeeding in destroying the first ones shields. I lobbed a sticky that missed but landed close enough to kill the Elite, blowing it against the wall as it landed unmoving. The last one bellowed in anguish, storming and swiping without finesse but rage. This one we dealt with quickly, charging while pouring bullet after bullet into it. Within seconds, it was down on the floor, smoking.

With the enemies eliminated, I looked to the Gondola nearby. This would most likely be the one that could take us to the temple. We strode over and hit the power button. Almost on cue, drones began to stream from the other side of where the gondola was supposed to arrive. We instinctively ducked, pointing our rifles out, and sniping them as they approached. Their plasma pistols did little more than to scare us, as their range was pitiful. Luckily enough we were able to take out more than three quarters of the bastards before they got close enough to swarm us. Bedlam ensued as we tumbled and moved to avoid the constant fire, whittling their numbers down slowly as the gondola steadily moved to its destination. With a final spent casing landing to the ground, the drones were eliminated, and I looked at Chief, as he picked a wing off his arm.

As we disembarked, we heard a large "whump" occur from the sky, lifting both our heads to the heavens. Covenant. Hundreds of Covenant ships began to appear out of Slipspace, and suddenly, an enormous superstructure appeared, the size of what had to have been several planets stuck together.

Cortana sounded awestruck. "That's the largest Covenant fleet I've ever seen… the largest anyone's ever seen. There have to be… thousands…."

My body almost seized up with fear, and wonder at the size of the covenant fleet. There had to be at least several thousand out in the air, and they were headed this way. Chief continued to look as well, momentarily dumbstruck by the sheer size of the fleet.

Cortana snapped us both out of it. "Get inside the temple and kill Regret, right now!"

We shook our heads, looked at each other, before storming into the temple. I took only several seconds to scan the environment before noticing Regret hovering on some sort of pedestal. He looked old, almost like a piece of mold that grew arms and legs, and when he spoke it was one of hoarse fury.

"Your very existence offends me, Demons!" He growled, and the honor guards situated around him, in total fourteen of them began firing at us, forcing us behind two large struts supporting the temple. The temple had two floors, with Regret hovering on the second one on top of us. I grabbed my last two smoke canisters, and passed one to Chief. On two, we threw them both in the air and as they exploded and cascaded the room into smoke, we broke cover and charged up the stairs. I knocked an Elite off the staircase, and burned a full clip into another to destroy it's shields and chest, as Chief simply tossed a grenade up the floor and blew apart several others. Their disorientation clearing, the surviving Elites looked to see us nearing the prophet. I readied my legs to jump up but was knocked aside by an Elite with an energy sword. I tumbled backwards, pulling out my pistol and emptying a clip into its face. It just barely survived; it's shields exploding with a crackle before I threw a combat knife into its mandibles. Chief was wrestling against three more Elites that were charging with swords, and the other ones were taking up superior position with their rifles. They seemed too distracted, and I took my chance. The prophet was trying to float away, but I caught up and jumped onto the prophet's chair. He seemed to recoil from me in disgust, as I pulled out my last remaining knife, and tried to press it down. There was a deafening explosion, and I slammed to the floor again, a dead Elite beside me. He'd used his body as a way to both protect the prophet and knock me off the chair.

The prophet continued to spew madness. "You dare interrupt the high prophet's sermon?" Chief took care of the two other Elites, and we both hid yet again behind the two pillars, as the remaining Elites began to fire. I signaled twice to Chief, and on three he rose up and sprayed the area. I took my chance, charging forward, before hopping on the prophets' chair. This time he had no one to save him. I pulled out my knife as carbine fire rained all around us, and pushed the knife into the bastard's chest. It shrieked with pain, and was still. I only took a second to admire my work, before jumping off and running with Chief, amidst the anguished cries of despair and sadness. We'd just become killers of a god.

As we reached the outside temple, I saw a huge beam emit from an overhead Covenant ship. It was all too familiar as my Geiger counter suddenly hit huge numbers, energy projector. We began to run, no communication needed as we ran to find the only solace we could, water. I jumped over a ledge, Chief behind me as we powered to full speed, serving to do nothing as the beam only got closer. We threw ourselves off the enormous temple, into the water, as the beam knocked us out. This felt like Reach all over again, with no one to save us anymore.

I could never have heard or felt the slimy tentacle snaking around us, it's voice sounding almost like a rumble as it shook the floor. "This is not your grave…. But you…. You are welcome in it."


	31. Abomination

Abomination

Pain wracked my head, but it felt great at the same time. It reminded me that I was alive. I groaned in pain, twisting my head, and clearing the blur in my eyes. I heard a groan next to me. Chief had just begun to stir as well. Cortana concernedly mimed a tapping noise on both our heads, jolting us to alertness. I looked up, and saw something that would plague my nightmares forever. I shook my arms and legs, before realizing that they were bound tight by strong, slimy tentacles. I shivered, and then looked back at the beast. Huge tentacles spewed from all around its long body, which I couldn't even see the end of, and its maw looked like a horrific Venus flytrap. It looked almost like a horrifically mangled Elite, magnified to more than fifty times its size. Rows of jagged teeth streamed down, and I could see tiny flood forms stream from its maw. I thought the flood was terrifying, yet to see something like this shocked me to no end. I knew Chief and Cortana must've been thinking the same way, as all we did for several seconds was stare at the monster as it uncoiled itself, rising to meet us with its gigantic mouth, perhaps to swallow us whole.

Cortana broke the silence with a fearful yet inquisitive question.

"What…is that?"

The…thing opened its mouth to reveal yet another mouth, which opened itself to reveal a gaping abyss within.

A voice uttered out of it, almost seeming to rumble our bones as it spoke with a guttural moan. "I…? I am a monument to all your sins."

As the beast continued to talk, out of the corner of my sight I saw two tentacles swishing about, with a body struggling against them both. It was much too large to be a human, and the armor it wore looked ornate, ceremonial even. It was an Elite. This was no ordinary one however, as the armor was silver, glowing with power, yet looked older than the metallic plates that the Covenant Elites normally wore. The Elite began to struggle, roaring and pulling at the tentacles. It was to no effect, as the behemoth did not even feel the struggling.

Chief opened his mouth as the Elite was pulled next to us, floating above a platform and staring at the abomination. "Relax. I'd rather not piss this… thing off."

The Elite turned to the both of us. " Two Demons!" it bellowed, with surprise and rage.

The monster huffed loudly, silencing the Elite, then beckoned to me.

"This one has faced horrors and death, and with two intruded."

He twirled his tentacle to John, and groaned again with its raspy voice.

"The second is machine and nerve, and has its mind concluded."

Finally it wrapped a tentacle around the Elite, and turned it upside down, stringing it like a perverted marionette.

"This one, is but flesh and faith, and is the more deluded."

The Elite roared back, unfazed. "Kill me or release me, Parasite, but do not waste my time with talk!"

"There is much talk. And I have listened. Through rock and metal and time. Now I shall talk, and you shall listen."

As these words were uttered, two tentacles rose from the unknown beneath the monster, one was wrapped around what looked like a red monitor. If it was anything like 343 guilty spark, it would be insane, and endlessly talking. Another was merged with a perverted, and most likely deluded prophet. On closer inspection, I realized that it was none other than the previously killed Prophet of Regret.

The monitor began to hum, "Greetings! I am 2401 Penitent Tangent. I am the monitor of Installation 05."

The Prophet of Regret burst out suddenly, in a much higher voice, with rasp and sounding more like someone struggling to breathe, rather than the once supposed regal Prophet. "And I am the Prophet of Regret, Councilor most High...Hierarch of the Covenant!"

The monitor turned, and spotted the both of us, suddenly changing its tone from matter of fact to overjoyed. "Two Reclaimers! Here! At Last! We have so much to do! This facility has to be activated if we are ever to control this outbreak!"

The Prophet of Regret exploded with unbridled rage. "Stay where you are! Nothing can be done until my sermon is complete!"

Penitent Tangent replied curtly, with a hint of irritation. "Not true, this installation has a successful utilization record of 1.2 trillion simulated activations, and one actual. It I ready to fire on demand."

The reanimated Prophet turned to the Elite, and roared at him. "Of all the objects our Lords left behind, there are none so worthless as these oracle! They know NOTHING, OF THE GREAT JOURNEY!"

2401 Penitent Tangent did not raise its voice, but I could tell it was clearly annoyed by Regret's insane ramblings. "And _you,_ you know nothing about containment! You have demonstrated complete disregard for even the most basic protocols!"

The terrifying monster huffed again in annoyance, and vibrated." This one's supposed containment," He huffed again, " And this one's great journey, are the same."

It lowered it tentacles at a blinding speed, and I could hear Regrets fearful shrieks die down from an ear splitting scream to silence.

The thing continued, "Your Prophets have promised you freedom from a doomed existence, but you will find no salvation on this ring. Those who built this place knew what they wrought. Do not mistake their intent, or all will perish as they did before."

John faced the Elite this time, talking to him. "This thing is right. Halo is a weapon. Your Prophets are making a big mistake."

I continued where Chief finished off. "Look at that thing! There are far more important things to worry about than a genocidal campaign."

The Elite shook, spit flying from its mandibles." Your blind ignorance already destroyed one of the sacred rings. You shall not harm another."

The abomination huffed a final time, then shook the Elite and the both of us. "If you will not hear the truth, then I will show it to you. There is still time to stop the key from turning, but first it must be found. You will search one likely spot, and you will search another. Fate had us meet as foes, but this ring will make us...brothers."

It suddenly whipped us away from its tentacles, and I could feel the familiar lightheadedness that came with forerunner teleportation. I managed to utter a "Mother…" before the light overpowered my vision and consiousness.

The light began to fade, and I could see a familiar green armoured figure next to me. At least one small comfort. Up in front of me, I could see that a grunt's diminuitive figure was staring into some video port, holding a needler loosely. Behind it a Jackal was staring with a Carbine on its back.

Suddenly, the world came into view and I saw my surroundings. It looked like we were in a Covenant ship. The two prophets were delivering some sort of sermon, and they were being protected by huge beasts. Brutes. The huge bastards were tough to kill, and stronger than a Spartan when going berserk. The Jackal turned, and I pushed my armored fist into it's face. It hit the floor and I grabbed its carbine. The grunt turned, and Chief stared at it.

"Boo."

The grunt yelped in fear, and threw it's needler in the air before running away. John caught the needler as we both aimed at the prophets and fired.

A Brute honor guard stood in front of the shots, and roared back in return before it and the Prophets beamed down through a gravity lift.

The two Brutes remaining began firing at us with their carbines, as we both ducked behind the video port.

Cortana called out to us with concern. "Brutes! You've faced them before. Faster you kill them the better. Luckily for us they don't have shields."

Chief rose and emptied an entire magazine of glassy needles into a brute, which detonated into a pink mist. The other bellowed, and charged at us, weapon forgotten. We begna to backpedal, putting carbine rounds and needles into its thick hide, until it dropped to the ground, smoking.

I could hear a brute over the loadspeaker, and the translation software came on as well. This voice had a strong guttural yell, and it sounded like this Brute was in clear command. " The Demon has infiltrated the Council Chamber?! Protect the Hierarches! Seal the exits!"

Doors on our left and right, most likely gravity lifts opened, as Covenant began to stream through them. We quickly moved to cover, ducking behind several struts that held the high vaulted ceiling. The Covenant charging here consisted of a lot more Brutes, and zero sign of Elites. Not a welcome change either way as they were much more feral than the Elites. I began opening fire aiming for the head. They weren't shielded, and except for a small teal helmet they were unprotected. With a well placed Carbine round I managed to down two Brutes with a single Carbine round, both their heads smoking from the hole in their eyes. Chief overloaded several of the Grunts and Jackals with his Needler, and blew several of thir companions apart with them.

"Allright, pop me on the pedestal before the next wave arrives." Cortana spoke to us over the COM. Chief gently but quickly pulled Cortana's chip out of his helmet, and tossed it to me. I caught it in my gauntleted fist, then slotted her into a small pedestal. Oddly enough it seemed to fit perfectly despite it being human technology.

Cortana was silent for several seconds before she suddenly called out, " Watch out! Three brute captains with Brute Shots charging down."

As said, the captains came, a large flag stuck on their back denoting their rank. They hefted their huge Brute Shots, and began firing. I barely dodged one, and still it brought my shields down to half. I slammed back as the Brutes slowly advanced on the both of us, Chief and I moving to farther fields of cover.

"Right one!" Chief called out with authority, and we both popped up quickly. Chief bursted several dozen needles, while I fired the radioactive rods from the Covenant Carbine into it's chest and head. It absorbed several long bursts, but slowed, before finally died after I railed a shot through its mouth.

The two others roared, and one of the Brutes threw away its brute shot and began to charge at us. It slammed into me, but I used my leverage and slipperiness to throw it over and behind me. With a grunt, it slammed facefirst onto the ground, and Chief and I quickly poured as much rounds as we could into its back before the other Brute to retaliate in force. Several large grenades whistled over our heads, causing large scores and scars on the alien hull. The last Brute was firing as many rounds as possible, bellowing as it advanced. The moment the last grenade exploded on the purplish hull, Chief and I burst from our cover, and laid down as much fire as possible. Within seconds, it lay dead, from blood loss or from the sheer weight of the plasma we had no idea.

The door directly ahead of us hissed, and as we approached, Cortana appeared on a pedestal next to it. "That prophet we saw a second ago, Truth, He has the Index! You need to take it from him before it's too late. He's quite a ways down from these doors."

Chief reached for the pedestal but Cortana waved him off with a crystalline hand. "Just go! It will be easier to track truth if I can stay in the network."

Chief said nothing, but hesitated for quite a while, and I quickly tapped his shoulder reassuringly. "She'll be okay." Chief turned, and finally nodded, as we went through the doors.

Cortana quickly informed us. "Just run straight forward till you reach a big ledge, I'll be tracking him, so don't worry about his location, just get there!"

We moved quickly, but carefully, checking each corner with our guns. A platoon of grunts appeared on a door to our left, and I quickly punched what looked like a panel on the right. The door began to close, but John tossed a Plasma grenade inside for good measure, and as the door closed, we heard the dull thump and cries from dying grunts. We never stopped, only slowed down a fraction as we mowed down everything in our way. The Brutes that came only went one at a time, and tough-skinned as they were they could not handle the needles the punctured its body and exploded. Finally, we reached the ledge, where a gravity lift hummed to our right.

"Brute Chieftain! He's got a… hammer?" Cortana said, with a bit of confusion. On cue, an enourmous Brute came from the lift, hefting a hammer which seemed to hum with energy.

"You two need to watch out, I have never seen this hammer before." The brute slammed the ground, and an explosion akin to a plasma grenade sent us staggering back several feet. This was new, and very scary. We began to fire, but the Brute seemed to shrug the needles off, and stormed forward before throwing his hammer down, exploding in a wide arc around him. Chief slid off of his feet, and I was blown compeltely backwards, landing in a crumpled heap.

Chief called out to me quickly,"Overwhelm him.", and on cue we both unloaded full clips of our needle rifle and needler into him. There was a huge explosion as the Brute vanished into pink mist. The mist dissipated to reveal a bloody Brute, shaking and various puncture wounds. It cried in agony and rage as it stormed into me and tackled me. This seemed familiar, as Chief had faced the same issue when we were on the Unyielding Hierophant. Chief followed suit onto the Brute, stabbing it in it's neck with a combat knife. The Brute pulled back in pain, giving me room to add my own knife to it's already exposed neck. Blood began to pour as the wounded Chieftain finally staggered, and fell to the ground.

"Shit." I uttered, as we stared at its dead body. "How many of these damn things exist?"

"How many Brutes do you see? That essentially was a commander of Brutes. Think like one in a thousand." Cortana not so helpfully replied.

"Shit."

Chief simply groaned in affirmation as we went through the gravity lift Cortana had activated, and moved down one floor. Unfortunately, there were several Brutes hiding behind cover waiting to greet us. While we were going down, there were several large grenades whizzing past us, some glancing off of our shields. When we landed, we immediately threw ourselves around the first piece of cover. Primal screams from the Brutes echoed out through the giant chamber we were in, as Chief and I popped from cover, traing shots onto their thick hides. The attempted to advance, but we gradually wore them down. One Brute decided the charge forward and swallowed a full blast of needles, detonating into pink mist, before being launched off the platform by a well place plasma grenade. The last Brute left charged at us, but he couldn't make it, collapsing to the floor, bolts in its chest.

With no time to breathe, we began moving forward.

Cortana quickly informed us, "He's moving down through the tower, if you push through here and continue downards, you'll be able to cut him off. Wait! Im reading Marine FOF tags. They're originating somewhere below. Watch out, the jailers tend to be beefier than normal Brutes."

The door in front of us hissed open, and a platoon of Grunts and Jackals streamed out, firing wildly. We conserved our ammo, dodging shots and trying to land accurate headshots with our rifles. They had no Brute or Elite to keep them in line, and their fear was prevalent in the way that they quickly died under our calm, quick fire. Within seconds, they lay on the floor, blood streaming from the holes in their bodies.

Another lift hummed right next to us, and we quickly moved to it, stepping into empty air as we moved to the jails. The Brute Jailers spotted us and began firing at the two intruders that had come to wreak havoc in a Covenant Ship. We were absorbed several bolts onto our shields, watching as our shields were depleting quickly. The moment we landed, my shields shattered, and the klaxon signal began to warn me of my vulnerable state. I quickly threw myself to the side, avoiding the brunt of the fire as it poured over us.

The smell of charred flesh assailed through my helmet, as John began to empty glassy needles all around the Brutes, blowing them up and leaving only burnt carcasses. While they were very tough, they could not handle the sheer weight and heat of the needles. Several went ballistic, charging at us, only making bigger targets for themselves as they threw their weapons to the side. We moved forward, cover to cover, taking out Jackals, Grunts, and their Brute leaders each time. Ammo dropped from their dead bodies was immediately used up by us, and grenades on the floor tossed back into the enemy. At one point I grabbed the body of a grunt, and caught a plasma grenade, before throwing it back into a group of it's bretheren, blowing it up.

Several minutes later, we'd finally reached the door where the Marines were held captive. I stuck a plasma grenade on the wall, and we pressed against the side, ready for the explosion. With a crackle and boom, we stormed in.

Two Enourmous Brutes in what looked like ceremonial armor were staggering from the explosion, and close to them, inside holographic walls lay several battered Marines. Some of them lacked arms, legs, a couple had makeshift patches around their eyes. They looked tortured, and terrified.

One Brute turned around, hefting a Brute Shot. I fired my needle rifle and managed to land a lucky shot through its fleshy neck. With a groan, it hit the floor with a animalistic deathrattle. The other Brute was quickly tackled to the floor, as the Marines saw Chief and I taking on the second jailer.

"Oh shit! Spartans!"

"Dude it's THE Spartan!"

"Who's that other Spartan?" The Marines all lamented, exhausted from their time in captivity, but happy at their rescue.

One broken combat knife later, a Brute lay on a wall with a serrated knife edge shoved into it's brain. I tapped a small panel on the edge of the jail, and the holographic wall dissolved.

The exhausted Marines got up, wiping their bleary eyes, massaging their wounds as they were able to walk, and move for several feet, different from their time in heavvy captivity. Some Marines never got up. Chief and I gently closed their eyes, and grabbed their dog tags. I stored it into my small compartment on my thigh, feeling the metal cascade against the several hundred now that lay there. I walked through the blasted entrance, and grabbed all the Covenant weapons I could.

I tossed the weapons to the Marines. "Grab what you can. Anybody who can't, stay close behind. We're fighting our way out of here. We're hunting a prophet, you boys are gonna help us kill it."

The highest ranking soldier there, a Gunnery Sergeant piped up. " Thank you Chief, and to who do we owe the pleasure Spartan?"

"It's Noble."

Chief looked at me, and cocked his head downards. Another gravity lift powered up, as Cortana signaled to us where to go. We stepped in, and with several Marines following us descended deeper into the heart of the Covenant Empire.

"Second Level's got more Marines you two." Cortana pinged us as we landed on the middle platform, swarming with Grunts, Jackals, and more Brutes. Having several very agitated Marines on our side came to be very valuable. The Marines roared and fired crazily, serving to murder a great deal of the Covenant on the floor. We focused on the large Brutes, forcing them back, and making sure they could not get close enough for their enourmous strength to come into play. While they were strong, they weren't very accurate, and their shots whizzed left and right past us, some just glancing off our chests. Within a minute, Marines and Covenant alike lay on the floor dead. I tossed away a melted Covenant Carbine, and picked another from a dead carcass, as we pushed onwards.

As we moved down gravity lifts, through doorways, the Marines following behind us, Cortana came in with some very startling news.

"The Covenant.. wait… They just destroyed two of their own ships! There's chaos throughout the Covenant communiques, and I'm getting report of small arms fire throughout the Covenant fleet! The Elites… they're fighting he Brutes!"

Almost on cue, through my translation software I heard the Prophet call out in an annoucement.

His voice was low, like a sermon. " With my blessing, the Brutes shall now lead our fleets! They ask for your allegiance, and you shall give it."

A couple of the Marines piped up. " He's not wrong, the Elites that were guarding our jail swapped to Brutes a couple days before you arrived. From the way they exchanged their weapons, those guys weren't happy."

John looked at me, and said. "Looks like a Covenant civil war."

" If they kill themselves, more power to us."

Two Elites, the first we'd seen limped out of the door ahead, plasma burns scored over their armour, blue blood flowing from their bodies. They looked at us limply, and raised their weapons as quickly as they could. I whipped up the Covenant Carbine and laid into them. Their shields must have been destroyed, as they hit the floor in two shots.

"They must've been fighting the Brutes." I mentioned as we passed their bodies. As we moved through the doorway and into a large open hallway, I noticed a viewing port on the west of our location. There was an enourmous rumbling and a huge purple rift tore itself into existence from space.

"Slipspace rupture! It's the In Amber Clad!" Cortana yelled.

"Hail it." Chief commanded, as several Elites and Brutes came into view, exchanging fire and grenades. We entered the two way fight, eliminating the stronger group of Brutes before picking off the stragglers. The Elites looked wounded already, and it seems as though the Brutes were overwhelming them. The Brutes took a longer time, but the combined fire of Chief and I along with several Marines took them down without too much of an issue. We took several casualties from plasma fire, but continued towards the Prophet's location.

"Hailing… no response. She crashed into another tower ahead, but I'm not registering any… human vital signs." Cortana said, with a tone of confusion.

"Human?" John questioned.

"There's… something aboard that ship. Oh God." Cortana whispered.

"What is it?" I asked quickly, as I dodged a grenade thrown by a Brute.

"The Flood. They hijacked the ship." Cortana groaned.

"Christ. That's not good."

"We need to focus first on our mission, and hopefully we'll get out before it gets ugly. Cortana, any shortcuts? No need to look for the ones not populated by the Covenant. Just get us to the Prophet" John asserted, bringing the conversation back to the mission at hand.

Cortana's confidence flowed back into her tone, as she paused for a millisecond before informing. "Shortcut through the mausoleum, your right. One issue, there is a huge fight going on there. And by huge, I mean 100- over combatants on each side. Consider sitting this one out, cause for what it's worth they seem to want to kill each other much more than you."

"Can't be that bad right? There was Reach." I commented, as we took the right, and opened the door.

"Never mind." I quipped to myself, as I saw armaggedon in front of my eyes.

Elites, Hunters, Grunts, Jackals, Brutes, Drones, all were attacking each other in a battle of two enourmous armies. Some Jackals out of ammo had resorted to eating the other combatants alive. Blood spattered the walls like paint thrown on a house, and bodies littered the floor. Grunts were running around, missing body parts or strapping plasma grenades to their chest in a kamikaze fashion. Elites without weapons and resorted to blindly charging Brutes with their energy swords and getting torn completely apart, sometimes eaten by the more ravenous Brutes. Hunters were getting attacked by Brutes jumping on their giant bodies and pulling at the flesh inside. This was hell. I'd never seen the Covenant fight so crazily, but it seems as though the Elites and the ones on their sides were fighting for their lives.

I pinged Cortana and asked. "Any form of transport out of here?"

Cortana chimed in quickly and answered. "Spirit Dropship in a cargo bay about one click west. It's mostly clear other than a couple of contacts, why?"

I turned to the Marines, and viewed their exhausted and battered bodies. They would not survive what was going on out there, and as much as they wanted to fight, I could tell that they were completely exhausted. "Okay. Since I'm ranking officer here, I order you all to stand down. Head west, find the spirit dropship. Cortana will help you. It should have slipspace capabillities."

They looked at the two of us, and tried to utter complaints about staying in the fight.

Chief interrupted the Marines, "You need to get the message back on Earth. Tell them that we're up here. Go. Now."

The looked up at him, and with hesitation made to move to the cargo doors.

I pinged Cortana. "Guide them. Keep them safe."

She replied with a semi-cheerful tone. "Don't I always?"

I looked at Chief, as we looked at the madness in front of us. There were several Elites that were being protected by the Crimson and Blue colored ones. These Elites had ornate headdresses, and they held two energy swords at their sides. From the way they fought, it looked like they were swordsmasters, or held a position of high ranking. We scanned the room together, looking for a way to try and avoid the fight, or take out as many as possible before the others noticed our presence.

An Elite turned, noticing the both of us situated in front of a doorway, it roared a warning to its bretheren as half of the Elites turned to face a new threat.

"Fuck."

We dove into the mausoleum and behind a large dome, as Carbine rods smashed against the door. I checked the ammo on my needle rifle, as Chief checked his.

"Couple clips remaining on my end. 4 grenades." I said to him, as screams, yells, and the sounds of flesh searing and burning sounded in an endless cacophony in front of us.

"Same." He replied, "Let's do this."

We turned from cover at the same time, and emptied our clips into the advancing Elites. Stunned by our aggressivness, the Elites fell back, some of them falling to our carbine shots, the others turning back to face the Brutes and hoping to ignore us. One of the higher ranking Elites turned to face us, his small group turned as well, as the blue Elites ran at us. I dodged his too-wide shots and advanced, planting my foot between it's stance before hitting it in the face with the butt of my rifle. I emptied my clip into him, breaking through its shield and then its skull. The other Elites were preoccupied by Chief as he tossed a plasma grenade into their midst, forcing them back.

As the mist cleared, Chief and I moved to another side of the room, as the surviving Elites were forced to engage several Brutes which had spotted them. It was then I realized that the Mausoleum was not simply a large room, but a rotating one, with platforms going up and down. Looking down, I saw nothing but emptiness. The side we'd been on as we entered was one of several platforms, and throught the enourmous room, skirmishes were occuring all throughout. We'd simply moved to the other side, as the Elites had dispatched the Brutes and were now coming for us.

"Move! Onto the platform." Chief commanded, as we stepped on it, crouching to make as small a target as possible as the platform whirred into action, moving us at a very fast pace away from the Elites. We fired back at them, winging a couple, as I managed to puncture an Elites chest with a well aimed needle.

The platform shuddered and whirred donwards, straight into a company of Brutes which seemed to have just finished feasting on several corpses of Grunts. They looked and saw us before bellowing a guttural war chant, and attempting to climb up onto the platform. They luckily did not have their guns, but they were still huge war beasts, as we called focus fire on indivdual ones in order to take them down. Clip after clip hit the floor as the Brutes absorbed them, hitting the ground only barely after a full round of needles punctured their face. One Brute managed to wrap a furry arm around my leg and pulled, dragging my to the floor before raising it's arms to deliver a punishing blow. Chief pushed a Brute to the side and emptied a clip into its chest. Unfazed, the Brute landed one punch, draining my shields to half. Chief groaned and slammed into it, managing to topple it off the platform. He quickly pulled me up and gave me a Brute shot off the floor.

The bladed end of the Brute shot came to be incredibly useful as many of the Brutes were running out of grenades, resorting to charging at us head on. As the platforms moved again and again, we thinned the numbers slowly, scrounging for ammo, weapons, grenades and any possible breather from the madness that was going on. The Elites and Brutes continued their fighting, only stopped by our arrival. Hunters that met us were quickly dispatched by the Brute shots, as the grenades worked well to destroy the small worms that presided within the giant armor plated behemoth underneath. Jackals and Grunts were taken out by the Elites and Brutes, and they were seen by all of us as small footsoldiers.

After what seemed like an eternity, it was over. One of my shoulder gauntlets oozed blood from a Hunters spined tip, and my chestplate was completely black from plasma scoring. Chief was entirely missing his knee gauntlets, and his visor was slightly cracked.

I grabbed biofoam from my utillity case, and sealed my shoulder, looking around me. There were disembodied corpses of the Covenant strewn throughout, and the platform that was originally used by us to traverse the area was black, burnt, and depowered from several plasma grenades thrown onto it. Chief was quiet, but when he looked at me he swiped his two fingers across my faceplate. A Spartan gesture for a smile. We'd survived. I looked to the door in front of us, where we were supposed to go, and where the Prophets were escaping.

Cortana said, "Sorry to interrupt, but you guys might wanna hurry. The Prophet is escaping."

We looked up, and shook off the rust, the pain, and the exhaustion before charging out through the door.

A/N : This was unfortunately done in a rush, and I still have exams to deal with so, I apologize for taking so long to get an update out. I truly do apologize, but thank you to those who have followed in the meantime, and those that have persisted throughout the long hiatus. I appreciate your patience: D.


	32. Infection

Infection

We dropped down a grav-lift just in time to watch two Phantoms gliding away. They were most likely the Prophets, until we looked down to see one frail old one struggling against a small spore, groaning and retching with pain. I strode over to him, and knelt down as Chief followed.

Chief demanded, "Your pal. Where's he going?"

The Prophet struggled between breaths and grunts against the flood spore. " Earth… to finish what we started. This time, none of you… will be left."

I grabbed the spore and the tentacles constricting the prophet released with a sickening pull, and the second Prophet died. I popped the spore and tossed it to the side, looking at the dead Prophet's body.

I looked to Chief. "Two down. Just one left I think."

On the grandiose but vacant throne, Cortana's hologram appeared. She looked desperate. "That structure, at the center of the city… it's a forerunner ship! Truth is heading straight for it! If he leads the Covenant fleet to Earth, they won't stand a chance. You have to stop him!"

I looked north, towards the center and saw the ship. It was gargantuan, and it seemed to be powering the ship we were on. There was a strange kind of familiarity about the design, as if we'd seen it before. Triangular in shape but very tall, the two Phantoms were headed straight for it.

I voiced an issue, "That huge Brute we saw at the council chamber has the Index. Miranda and Johnson too. He can activate the ring."

Chief replied with authority. "If he does, Cortana, detonate In Amber Clad's reactor just like we did with the Pillar of Autumn. The blast will be sufficient to both destroy the city and the ring."

He reached for Cortana, but she waved him off. "No. I don't want to chance remotely detonating the reactor. I'll stay here. Go stop them."

Chief again reached for Cortana regardless, but I gently caught his shoulder.

"She'll be fine."

He looked at me, and nodded, before we turned our gaze behind us. A Pelican, smoke pouring out from its battered engines slammed into the platform we were on with a horrifying screech. Metal and sparks flew everywhere as the Pelican grinded to a halt just several meters in front of us. The hold opened, and that old familiar groan of the flood echoed from the Pelicans hold, as Flood Combat Forms began to run out.

Cortana explained to us as we readied our weapons. " I'm reading reports that Flood are touching down all over the city. That thing that we saw, that… Gravemind… he used us. We were a diversion. Go, you need to head to the ship."

The flood began to charge downwards, some of the Elite Floods cloaking as they fired their weapons in a spray. I tossed a couple of plasma grenades to thin the crowd, and several of the Flood were blasted apart, the weapons they wielded thrown off the platform, some towards us. One small blessing occurred, in that the Infected Marines wielded shotguns, which we quickly picked up and used against the parasites. A combat form uncloaked from invisibility and was close enough to land a strong punch against my armor, draining my shields to half before I fired a shotgun point blank, and blew it to pieces.

We moved up the platform quickly, before looking at the Pelican to see if there was any ammo to loot from the Pelican. There were several crates of ammo, to our luck. I filled as many holsters and pockets as I could with Shotgun ammo, and Chief did the same. What I didn't expect however was what was also in the cargo hold. There was a huge flood, easily larger than anything I'd ever seen before. It had the bulbous head of a carrier, only 3 sizes larger, and huge tentacles, thick and very long, and easily twice my size. It was unmoving, and it seemed like there were at least 50 shotgun shaped holes in its head.

I stared, and Chief looked at it too. "Whatever the hell this is, thank god we don't have to fight this."

We continued, turning right into a lift that went a long way upstairs. As we did so, we heard the remaining Prophet over the loudspeaker state his sermon. " Shall we let the Flood consumer our holy city? Turn High Charity into another one of their wretched hives? No enemy has ever, nor will ever withstand our might. The flood too will fall."

Cortana appeared on our HUDs, giving a small smile as she said, "I'll disable this lift once you reach the top. That… should slow them down. Hopefully."

As we arrived at the top, the gravity lift powered down from a bright pink to a dark, purplish hue. In front there were the narrow caverned walls of High charity, with the large support struts in the middle and doorways on all four cardinal directions. A skirmish between three Brutes and several Combat Forms raged on in front of us. We waited, watching for several seconds hoping for them to take each other out, then jumped in from the shadows. The staccato burst of the shotgun rang in the room as unholy fire and bullets purged Brute and Flood alike. The Brutes were already wounded from their encounter and didn't last a chance, and the Flood was incredibly vulnerable to shotgun fire. In seconds it was over, and Brute and Flood bodies lay battered on the floor.

We passed through a doorway indicated by Cortana, and back into another gravity lift. Passing upwards, we saw through a small niche a battle fought by Covenant Drones, Brutes, and the Flood. The lift opened to a large room with an almost never-ending ceiling. A Large platform in the middle extended outwards to the corners where gravity lifts like the one we ascended stood. Drones circled the area firing at us. The moment they noticed us, the Brutes and Drones split into two groups, one on the Flood, and the other on us two. Chief and I immediately dove to cover around several of the Covenants ammo boxes, exchanging fire, Drones that got too close were blasted apart by shotgun rounds, and I tossed several grenades to either force them closer or push them away. The Brutes that came closer could only withstand so many shotgun rounds before they too fell, and the bolts fired by the Brutes served only to push us into more safety behind the cover. We would pop our heads, fire a salvo, and duck back down to avoid the fire. Drones that flew too high we would fire at with the Carbines from the ammo cache. Several Drones tried to punch through our visors, and go into melee range. This was a huge mistake as we were able to grab them with our fists and pull them apart and kill them quickly. The Flood that turned towards us leapt with supernatural strength and agility into our path, but we would push them off the platforms into oblivion, or shoot them in the face. It was a hectic pace that we were going at, and the shotgun cartridges hit the floor at an incredible pace. Several Combat forms got close when I was reloading, and scratched long marks across my Chestplate before Chief blasted them off. I'd return the favor by drawing Brutes away from Chief, emptying my clips into their backs as they attempted to push to him. Several Drones were jumped on by Combat forms, and dragged downwards into wherever the bottom led as they struggled to oust their captors.

The last Brute shuddered under the weight of the M90, and collapsed with holes in its chest and face. The room clear, we went towards a waypoint shown by Cortana, towards a large tower in the distance that was close to the Forerunner ship.

As we moved forward, Cortana updated us on something strange.

"I'll try my best to slow down the Prophets launch sequence, but there's something… something inside the ship."

We kept running, but I pinged her, confused. "Something? What do you mean?"

"A presence is in the ship is fighting back against me. This isn't like the AI we faced aboard the Covenant flagship. It's strangely formidable."

Chief and I left the chamber, but not before Chief advised. "Keep fighting, we can't let the Prophet escape."

Cortana quipped. " Of course. In the meantime, make yourselves at home."

The tower loomed overhead, beckoning us up in the lift at its center. As we entered, we heard the Prophet's voice echo again, his voice translated into low drone.

"The parasite did not defeat the Forerunners… and it shall not defeat us."

Instead of a continuing drone, a horrific voice boomed in reply. It didn't seem to come from the loudspeakers, but more that it seemed to come from inside the ship, which rumbled in unison and in terrifying harmony.

The abomination we'd seen before spoke in return. "Arrogant creature! Your death shall be instantaneous, while we shall suffer the progress of ineptitude!"

I groaned. "Wonderful, him again. Didn't he want our help?"

Chief replied after a moment. " It seems that he has his own agenda."

The tower hissed open, and several flood forms turned to stare with unblinking and unmoving eyes. Chief immediately unloaded with several shotgun shells into the flood, blowing some back, and some into pieces. The rest charged forward, and I stepped forward to push them away with the butt of my own rifle. A couple of them wielded rifles clumsily, firing wildly and hitting their own forms on accident. Their rifles were much more effective as clubs, as they slammed into us with such force that I was pushed into the tower. Chief continued to unload, reloading quickly and pumping shells at a breakneck speed. When we were relatively safe, he pulled me up from my position.

He nodded at me, as we moved towards another tower in the distance, this one much larger and grandiose, with ornate decorations around the tower, and large statues of the Prophets around the large tower. There was a battle raging at the foot of it, with seven Brutes struggling against a swarm of flood spores. We waited for the Brutes to be completely overwhelmed before we struck. Firing in close ranges served to shred both the Brutes and their nightmarish captors, and the Brutes thick skin couldn't protect them from the sheer force.

As we arrived at the second tower, Cortana seemed to be facing a small challenge. Fortunately, there were no enemies in sight or on the motion sensor. We took a moment to rest, and wait as she informed us of the issue.

Cortana sounded annoyed as she pinged us. "The security systems in this tower are particularly robust."

Almost on clockwork, the Prophet we had heard earlier spoke again through the loudspeaker. "Whoever is gripped by fear, take heed. I am the Prophet of Truth… And I am not afraid. Noble Mercy is here by my side, with his wise counsel ever in my ears."

I looked at John. " A face to the name."

Chief looked back. "He lied. We just saw the other Prophet."

In response to Truth's words, the Gravemind boomed.

"We exist together, now… Two corpses, in one Grave."

Cortana interjected. " Gotcha!"

The tower doors finally hissed open to reveal a lift.

We entered in quickly and lifted upwards.

I looked around the lift, and saw it's strange beauty. There were decorations, and shining crystals of azure and purple around the lift.

"Why is this lift so… different." I asked.

Cortana explained. "Apparently, these are the Prophet's private quarters, their inner sanctum. One more lift inside the sanctum and you should be on a platform that links to the ship."

The doors to the lift hissed open to reveal the Prophets private quarters. They shared the same design of the lift, only on a much larger scale. However, it lacked the pristine of the lift.

Elites and Grunts were fighting a terrifying battle against the Flood, and they had already suffered casualties, as some of the Flood they were fighting looked like Elites, and several Grunts had flood spores feeding on them.

We engaged immediately, Chief going after the Flood, while I went after the Elites. The Elites while outnumbered fought with ferocity that I respected. They were fighters. Chief burned through the flood quickly, their flesh blown to chunks against the floors of the Prophets quarters. I had a tougher time with the Elites, as I ducked and weaved in order to avoid their plasma fire. Several of them landed on my armor, draining and burning my shields. Chief quickly pivoted to the remaining Grunts after the flood were dealt with. I fired a blast at one of the Elites, shattering it's shields before letting loose another one, blowing it against the wall. The other Elites were quickly met by Chief's shotgun, and the remaining went down without great incident.

Cortana informed us with a sense of urgency. "Brute and Elite ships are engaging each other all around High Charity, it's going crazy out there. I'm running out of options. I can't stall the launch sequence any longer. The next lift will take you to the conduit. Hurry!"

We hurried into the lift, and headed to the platform. The lift had a view of the Forerunner ship, and we could hear the sounds of battle occurring.

Chief looked at me. "Ignore the hostiles, we need to get to the conduit."

The lift opened, and we charged towards the conduit at the end of the platform. A large battle raged, with Elites and Flood too busy engaging each other to fight us.

The bright green conduit shimmered, and we both jumped up into the conduit, floating up onto the platform, supported by the beams of light, and we were getting close toward the dreadnought.

Cortana spoke to Chief, in a gentle tone befitting of a goodbye.

"Chief… when you get to Earth… good luck."

Chief replied. "After I'm through with Truth…"

Cortana stopped him. "Don't make a girl a promise… if you know you can't keep it."

I interrupted. "Cortana? We're coming back."


	33. Earth

Earth

After several… interesting encounters on the dreadnought, we found ourselves wielding two heat shields the sizes of our bodies as we headed closer to Earth. We stood in front of two large doors, and behind us we could hear the guttural shouts and yells of the Covenant. I looked at Chief, and grasped his wrist in a show of brotherhood for a second, before tapping several buttons on my TACPAD, checking our location.

"We're heading close to a somewhat safe distance to jump." I mentioned

"What's our location if we jump." Chief asked.

"Hard to tell, but I think we will be around the Mombasa area of Africa."

He simply nodded, and looked towards the doors.

"I hope you realize what we are doing." I laughed.

"We just blew apart half the ship. This shouldn't be surprising." He replied, a hint of amusement in his voice.

"We've done worse right?"

"No."

I punched a button, and the doors roared open, revealing the night sky of Earth. The noise made it hard to hear anything, but I looked at Chief, who counted to three with his gauntleted hand.

_One… _My hands grasped the shield, as I stood closer towards the edge, the sound deafening and the wind whipping against my armor as the Dreadnaught headed closer to Earth.

_Two… _I bent my knees, remembering the events of our first mission. When 300 of my Spartan brothers and sisters first stood in front of Lieutenant Ambrose in his armor, and I swore I would one day wear his armor, and it was that very night when we first jumped into the night sky.

_Three…_ We jumped, and felt the night sky swallowed us whole.

XXXXXXXXX

Light entered my eyes, a small, infinitesimal beam of light that cracked the darkness, and revealed the world around me.

My vision slowly cleared, and I saw Sergeant Johnson staring at me, grinning. I looked around him, and scanned the surroundings. We were in a small clearing surrounded by a jungle. In what seemed like a 3 feet crater. Our bodies rocketing towards the jungle appeared to have created the crater. I looked at Johnson, and extended my hand lazily.

Johnson laughed, then pulled me to my feet and clapped my back hard with his hand. He didn't feel it, but I heard an audible "oof" from his end.

"Too frickin tough. Does that make this the second ship you've jumped from?" He laughed.

"Funnily enough, third."

"Welcome to Africa Six."

"Good to see you too." I turned to him.

"Where's Chief?" I asked.

He pointed behind him, and I saw Chief locked in a Catatonic state. His armor noticeably more dented and scored than before. I wasn't too surprised; we'd engaged over several planets and fought several armies with only the two of us. His shoulder pauldron had a large burn mark across, and his chest plate was also scarred.

I looked past him, to something shimmering in the lush jungle. It looked familiar. I pulled out my combat knife and charged, all exhaustion gone. Johnson tried to stop but I pulled away.

"Wait wait!" Johnson yelled.

The shimmering figure knocked away the knife with supernatural speed, then raised it's hands upwards in surrender. I pulled back my impending counterattack, very confused.

"Settle down now. He's a friendly." Johnson said. "Coming from me that should be enough."

The figure uncloaked, and revealed itself to me. It was the same Elite we'd seen struggling against the tentacles of the Gravemind almost a lifetime ago, the one in the ornate grey armor. He stared, eyes now lacking the blind fury that Elites normally held against us. He looked towards Johnson and nodded.

Johnson smiled at the situation, and then relaxed. He carried the same grin as he walked towards us. "Yep. We work together. Funnily enough this bulky jumble of alien saved the galaxy. He stopped the Halo rings from firing. Call him the Arbiter."

"Hrm. If you trust him."

"He's a lovely guy once you get used to him."

"Just find a way to get Chief up." I looked at the Arbiter, and saw the face of an enemy I had tried to destroy for years. The Arbiter shrugged, and looked at Chief. I wouldn't be getting anything from him.

I turned to notice another familiar Marine standing with his troops. As Johnson and the medic went to work trying to wake Chief from his state, I went to him.

"Sergeant Stacker."

"At your service." The unique drawl of Stacker replied, as he looked at me, once-overing me as I towered over him.

"How have you been everywhere. Reach, Halo, Earth, Delta-Halo, then back here." I asked, confused. Somehow, Stacker and Johnson had found themselves involved in every single large-scale conflict involving us two. No other Marines seemed to have followed us this far, other than a Private named Chipps Dubbo.

"Well, sometimes you just get lucky. Dubbo and I managed to steal a Pelican off Halo. Dubbo was defending new Mombasa, no idea where he is now, and you're looking at me." Stacker laughed, a Cigar in his mouth, courtesy of what must have been Sergeant Johnson.

I turned, as Chief was beginning to get up. He looked at me, and nodded. His version of a 'Glad you're alive'.

Johnson sighed with relief as Chief pulled himself to his feet. " Crazy fool. Why do you always jump? One of these days, one of you is going to land on something as stubborn as you are! I don't do bits and pieces."

Chief silently pulled the chip that held Cortana out of Johnson's hand. Johnson had pulled it out several seconds before.

"Where is she Chief? Where is Cortana."

Chief and I shuddered slightly, as what seemed like a memory washed through us.

_Don't make a girl a promise… if you know you can't keep it._

Chief replied after a second. "She stayed behind."

John stared at the Chip for a while longer, before slotting it back into his neural cortex.

Johnson looked to a Corporal, who began running a short diagnostic of Chief's armor.

At the same time, I checked my TACPAD, and scanned the location. We were close to Mount Kilimanjaro, somewhere in New Africa. I looked for Marine troop placements in the Area and found a 'Bravo Team' stationed as Recon further along the area. There was also a base located several klicks away, designated as "Crow's Nest." There were hostiles coming, and I signaled to Johnson. He walked over briskly and huffed.

"Damn. Guess we gotta move quickly. We're heading back to base."

"Radio for VTOL, Heavy Lift Gear. We got the Spartans." Johnson spoke to HQ at Crow's Next.

I walked over to Chief and tapped him. Turning to look at Arbiter, I noticed him cloaked in some trees. He probably didn't want Chief to open fire on him.

I explained. "Chief. We're working with the Elites now. Don't go crazy. There's an Elite in the trees. It's name is the Arbiter. Johnson knows, relax. It's a lot to take in, there's enough to worry about with us trying to kill each other. I'm currently parsing more info about what happened. I'll update you on the way back."

"Uncloak Arbiter." I said. "He knows."

The Arbiter decloaked, and Johnson puffed on his cigar as he smiled.

"Glad we have a proper diplomat."

The Arbiter flexed his mandibles at the two of us, two of his previous sworn enemies, and replied.

"Were it so easy."

Chief dropped his guard, but I could tell he was still apprehensive.

The Arbiter turned and walked away. "We must go. The Brutes have our scent."

"Then they must love the smell of badass." Johnson growled.

Two Marines passed Chief an Assault Rifle and grenades, and gave me a Battle Rifle.

Johnson called out. " First squad, you're my scouts. Six, watch the Chief's back. Arbiter, protect the Spartans. Try not to wreck the planet. Move out! Quiet as you can."

We strapped up, and moved out. The jungle had a small footpath, one that Johnson and his men seemed to have created on the way here. We'd trace his steps back to extraction. We moved in a group, quickly but quietly. Brutes were on the prowl.

Johnson radioed to Bravo team. "Bravo team, this is Johnson. We got them. Fall back to the extraction point. Over."

I parsed a link to our comm system, and added Chief as well so we could hear the chatter and situation in the area.

Bravo Team replied, " Roger that. Reynolds out."

The familiar shouts and shrieks of animals as well as the ambient noises of the jungle buzzed around us. Suddenly, a piercing howl, guttural and savage sounded off in the distance. On that noise, the marines instinctively hunched up, and grouped together, rifles at the ready.

Stacker sounded off from up ahead. "That was close."

Another marine continued. "Way, way too close."

Reynolds, from Bravo team suddenly sounded off over our COM again. There was a large amount of interference, and all we caught wind of was that there was a brute pack in the area. Johnson tried to make contact, but we were interrupted.

A Phantom hovered overhead, making its textbook whisper as it slowed, nearing our location. It continued at a snail's pace, looking, searching, most likely for us. They'd seen our crash landing; there was no question about that. It abruptly activated its gravity drives, and moved onwards away from us, continuing its search.

Johnson thought for a second, before commanding. "If we stick together, we're gonna get spotted. We'll split up, and meet back at the LZ. 2nd squad, you're with me. Chief, Six, Arbiter, take 1st squad and cut through the river.

Johnson and his team made their way upwards, past a waterfall and out of sight. We turned our attention to the river, and the moment we rose, we made first contact. There was a large Brute, adorned in golden armor, yelling at the grunts below.

The translation software filtered its howls into speech. "Spread out you whelps! Find them!"

I waved 1st squad forward, and the Arbiter moved with us. On my mark, we fired in unison at the Brute. It's armor exploded with a visible flash, and our combined fire destroyed it. The grunts, normally driven to disarray after their leaders perished instead fired back. Several bolts scorched the trees next to us, and a stray bolt punched through a Marines chest. He hadn't hit the ground before we opened fire on the rest of the grunts. The Arbiter jumped down with us, unsheathing its energy sword and dicing through the grunts. As they hit the floor, he spoke with an eerie calm.

"The Prophets are liars, but you are fools to do their bidding"

I shrugged, and moved forward, towards the riverbank with Chief, just as two Phantoms landed, deploying two squads of Grunts and Brutes. The Brute saw us looming over them, and threw a contraption onto the ground. A large domed shield burst up around them, reflecting all of our bullets. I jumped down with Chief and charged into the shield. We passed right through, and let loose onto the Brute. Our combined fire drew it back, and turned it berserk as it charged towards us. I sidestepped its charge, turning to shoot a Grunt in the face. Several bolts whizzed past us as we weaved to avoid the Brute and pepper more rounds into its chest. It fell, and we turned to focus on the Grunts. I paused for a while, waiting for the klaxon signal of low shields to die down, before moving on.

The Arbiter had moved on ahead already, with several grenades in hand. He threw them towards the remaining Covenant before firing at them. The heat of the bolts was enough to detonate the grenades, which enveloped the Grunts in a plasma explosion. After the explosion, the Grunts lay dead, scored by plasma.

We moved further forward, furthering encountering an encampment of more Brutes and Grunts. With howls, and brutal cries they came upon us. Plasma bolts sizzled into the ground in front of us, and several Marines went down. The Arbiter fell back, before drawing his energy sword with a sickening sound. He looked at me, and disappeared from view. Chief and I kept up our fire, burning away the leading brutes Indigo armor, and peppering away at his chests. Roaring, he pointed at the two of us as the lower ranking Brutes, clad in turquoise armor stumbled towards us.

"Focus fire on the Brutes!" I directed on my COM, as the marines swapped fire from the grunts, towards the Brutes, which raised their guns, firing horrific spikes that sizzled the jungle floor. Chief and I put our bullets into the leading Brute, which fell back and deployed a large shield, allowing the lower ranked Brutes to head forward. Their power armor, not as strong as the leading brute, shattered with a shimmering flash, and I landed an accurate headshot with my battle rifle, knocking them to the floor, dead. A surviving Brute attempted to charge forward, but suddenly stopped, and toppled to the floor, two large marks in its chest. Arbiters' work. Chief took several steps forward, continuing to fire. Several Grunts toppled, and the Brutes armor was all consequently shot off. I finished the job with my rifle in a one-two punch. The Arbiter decloaked behind the large brute, and I caught its attention with a well-placed rifle shot. The Brute roared, staring at me, until its head was chopped off by the arbiter's energy sword. With a terrifying battle cry, the Arbiter sent the grunts scattering.

They were quickly picked off by rifle fire, and toppled to the floor, the current area clear. We stood among the carnage after checking our own losses, and looked around for the path that would lead us towards the river.

One of the marines piped up. "Damn, those Brutes are tough."

Stacker drawled back. "The Grunts ain't no slouches either."

The Arbiter replied, his voice stern. "The Grunts courage is naught but fear. When we are victorious, all that serve the prophets will be punished."

I deadpanned quietly. "Maybe the Brutes put something in their tanks."

We found a small path ahead, led by small FOF tags only discernible by human radar, invisible to the Brutes, but key waypoints for us.

Through the path led to a large jungle clearing, completely populated by Brutes. On small ridges, lay several jackals sleeping, their beam rifles clearly pointed above them. The grunts snored loudly, their methane tanks huffing feedback against the cacophonous din of the jungle.

Stacker whispered to us. "Jackals! On the ridge. Careful, I think they have sniper rifles."

I looked to Chief and the Arbiter, both of which were wordlessly scanning the situation. Arbiter looked to us. "I will be in the shadows. Take them out without a whisper, I will do the same."

I looked to Chief, and he nodded. The plan was sound; they had no idea we were here. I pulled out my serrated knife, and silenced M9. Chief crept forward with his bare hands instead. The first Grunt felt nothing as I quickly slit its throat. Two Grunts up ahead had begun to stir, but two coughs from my M9S served to quiet them down. I moved in a snails pace to the brute, which was looking the other way. Chief, further in front looked at me signal to him. On my signal, he rustled a branch up ahead, drawing the Brutes attention. I quickly rose up and jammed my knife into the Brutes throat, severing its vocal cords so it could yell. It began to struggle but I quickly silenced it with a shot to the head.

Chief up ahead had gone to several Grunts, still sleeping. He crept up towards them, and snapped their necks quickly before moving forward. I moved to catch up, and opened my utility belt, before tapping Chief.

He turned to face a large and wicked curved knife, with several scratch marks etched into the blade. He looked at me, and I nodded.

We moved together upwards, and we saw up ahead there were several dead bodies with two holes in their bodies. The Jackals on over watch luckily were still sound asleep, as we moved to clear the rest of the camp.

The rest of the enemies were on top of the ridges. I used my TACPAD, and tagged every single Jackal I could see, before sending a communiqué and countdown: Pick your targets, and fire when the timer hits zero.

On cue, there was the staccato sound of bullets firing, and the Jackals lay dead.

I grinned and met Chief at the top of the ridge. "That was textbook."

He took the large knife I'd given him, and handed it back to me. "This is a kukri. Where did you get this?"

"A friend. Emile. He… died on Reach."

"Spartan?"

I nodded, and instead of putting it back in my belt, I stuck it on my shoulder pauldron. It would be fitting tribute to Emiles' bravery. I had it in my belt for a while, and had forgotten about it in the madness that we'd been through. I patted the hardcase on my thigh, and felt the weight of NOBLEs, and many marines' dog tags on me. I prayed that what I'd done since would do them justice.

As we continued through the jungle, Sergeant Johnson came over the COM, with a request.

"Pelicans are en route Chief. But I can't reach Bravo. Find em, and bring em to the extraction point, over."

Right beyond the Covenant encampment, a Brute in golden armor was holding a Marine by the neck, and shaking it. They stood on a log above us, propped up by decade moss and shrub.

The Brute growled. "Tell me its location!"

The marine struggled, before spitting into the Brutes face. "How about you kiss my ass."

The Brute roared back and raised its fist. Chief quickly raised his rifle and shot, the three rounds of the bullet ricocheting off the Brutes head and staggering him back. He dropped the Marine, which quickly slid down the log towards us.

The Brute turned, and ran across the log deeper into the jungle. The surviving marine was handed an M9 from one of the soldiers in our group, and nodded at us.

"Thanks. Brute Chieftain. Phantom. They pinned us down… killed my men."

I checked my TACPAD. "Extraction point is through the cave up the log. Move!"

We walked up the log steadily, hearing the loud chitters of Grunts, Jackals, and Brutes. I looked ahead, and was rewarded with a plasma bolt that splashed right past my right shoulder.

"There's cover among the rocks. First we need a distraction."

I primed a grenade, and tossed it. As it detonated, our group burst from the log and fired at the enemy.

The Grunts, and Jackals that hadn't primed their shields yet suffered for it, as they wilted under the combined rifle fire. The smarter ones were already in cover, and returned fire. Forcing us to fall back. One Marine was too slow, and suffered several bolts into her chest. She hadn't hit the floor before the rest of us emerged from cover to fire back. I focused onto the sides of the Jackal shields, before opening fire. Their unprotected arms snapped from the bullets, and they staggered back, allowing the rest of our squad to open fire on their now unprotected bodies.

Chief and the Arbiter opened fire into the leading Brute, which absorbed the rifle fire and roared back. It turned berserk, and charged towards the two of them. Arbiter and the Chief kept firing, and it got close before finally falling to the ground. The Marines with us mopped up the remaining cannon fodder with me, and the firefight was over. The dead Brute had a contraption with him, which looked like it would be for the domed shield.

"This could be useful." I looked at Chief.

The Arbiter commented. "This is recent technology. Use their tools against them. Remember while you cannot fire into the shield, they cannot fire unto you too."

"I'll keep that in mind." I said as I strapped it onto the side of my belt.

Chief nodded at the Marines, and we kept moving through the tunnels. A small drop led to the rendezvous with Sergeant Johnson, and as we dropped, there was a sudden jolt in my head. I looked at Chief, and he'd suddenly stopped moving as well, as if in pain. I recovered quickly, but Chief had suddenly stopped moving, his hand to his faceplate. Almost as if it had never begun, he suddenly shook his head clear, and looked forward.

The Marines had seen this too, and they looked concernedly. " You okay Chief? Your Vital signs just pinged a KIA."

I looked at Chief, and signaled "Later". For now, we'd deal with the immediate threat.

There was some Battle Rifle ammo on the ground, as well as some grenades. The previous squad must have dropped these here. I picked them up, and passed ammo to the Marines and Chief. The Arbiter had two large bandoliers stuck to its side, filled with the canisters used for his carbine. After a short while, we continued onwards.

Past the drop, there was a large river, frothing with white water. Next it there was a substation, most likely meant to collect, or harness the waters energy. Two Pelicans were firing into the substation filled with Covenant, firing back. We picked up the COM chatter from the Pelicans. Johnson pinged us from the Pelican.

His voice crackled with static and the noise of turret fire. "Chief! Pelicans are already at the river. We got lots of company so hustle up!"

The Arbiter called out to the Marines loudly and with authority. "They do not know we are here! Use your grenades and Blow them to bits!"

The pilot of a Pelican, a woman called out, "Hold on. Got a contact."

Two Banshees came from over the cliff tops, their bulbous tips streaking blue as they boosted towards the Pelicans.

The Female pilot called out again, her voice desperate. "Banshees! Fast and low!"

The pilot of the second Pelican, callsign ECHO 51 replied. "Break off- _now!_"

During this time, we'd jumped down, and tossed grenades into the heart of the Covenant, turning their attention from the Pelicans to us. There was a turret up front manned by one of the grunts, and I signaled to Chief. He nodded and we pressed towards it, firing into the Grunts and Brutes. Caught unawares, they were unable to react fast enough and fell to the river, dead, or grievously wounded.

A Pelican tried to disengage, pulling up, but it was too late, as the Banshees dropped their destructive payload into the Pelicans. The Pelican rocketed towards the other one, slamming into each other, causing explosions that rocketed throughout both Pelicans.

The Female Pilot yelled. "I'm hit! AARRGHH"

ECHO 51's Pilot desperately cried. "Lost a Thruster! Hang on!"

Johnson roared. "Get a hold of her!"

Echo 51 replied. "Negative! We're going down!

Both Pelicans attempted to streak away, and one pelican was lucky enough to fly over the cliff, before descending quickly out of sight. The remaining pelican suffered another explosion, and dropped into the river, sinking quickly.

Chief continued to push forward, and we followed suit, engaging the remaining Covenant on the water substation. The large grenades from the Brute shots whizzed past our shoulders, exploding onto the rocks and turning them into rubble. I turned to a grunt and fired several rounds at the grenades stuck onto its belt. It detonated, sending several of the Covenant to high hell, and throwing the rest off balance. This was all the room Chief and Arbiter needed to press their assault, as they tossed grenades of their own, and moved up, Chief pushing the Marines ahead as well.

The Arbiter pulled a plasma pistol from a dead Grunt and supercharged it, letting the plasma splash and break the power armor of one of the Brutes, allowing a quick headshot from me. Chief quickly burned down another with a flurry of fire from his Assault Rifle. The remaining Covenant fell back slowly, Jackals moving forward to cover the Grunts with their shields.

"Grenades, over their head!" I called out to the Marines, and they tossed frags over the Jackals. Some were smart to deflect them with their shields, but all they needed was one grenade to sneak over. I rolled one under them instead, and the explosion blew all but two into the air.

I charged forward into close combat, and the remaining Covenant wilted and fell as their numbers dropped and their leaders died.

The Arbiter roared, and unleashed his energy sword with a crackle. "Flee you cowards!"

He chased the running Covenant, energy sword cutting a swathe through the remnant of their forces. When he was done, Grunt, Jackal and Brute alike lay dead around him.

Chief came around the corner, and lowered his rifle. I shrugged, and we moved forward as the Arbiter sheathed the energy sword for his Carbine. The Marines behind us whistled at the carnage the Arbiter had wreaked upon the Covenant.

"Jesus."

"He just… killed them all."

I tried not to show it, but I was impressed. It was clear that the Arbiter wasn't just another Covenant Elite from his ornate armor, but his fighting skill was incredible. I wondered if I'd beat him in a head on fight, then decided not to pursue that line of thinking.

As we headed back, deeper into the jungle, the Arbiter slowly stopped, and clicked his mandibles. I turned back as he signaled for all of us to drop low.

"Carbines. They are on the ridge. Keep low."

We got very low to the ground, and that's when I saw them. Several Jackals where sitting around 40 meters above us, Carbines scanning around for any sign of humans. We began to prone slowly towards them, weapon out and at the ready. I aimed my sight at the first Jackal, before signaling to Chief to target the second, and Arbiter for the third. We fired simultaneously, and the three Jackals toppled off, slamming onto the valley floor with a 'thud'. I rose, still crouching, and continued.

The harsh piercing cries of the Jackals pierced through the silence, as they saw their brethren die. There was no point now in being stealthy, and I rose with the rest of the Marines, moving into a run. We stopped in front of a turn to the right, and I knelt to the floor. I picked up a small leaf, and extended my hand out. There was a shriek, and I saw the piercing light of a beam rifle flash over the leaf.

"Beam rifles." I groaned. "Let's play chicken. Chief?" He nodded. After a short pause, I rolled out, before sprinting to the other side of the jungle, towards a small tree. I could feel the heat of the Beam Rifles whizzing behind me, and one grazed me as I reached cover, knocking my aside, and draining my shields completely. Dazed, I turned to Chief, as he had already risen from cover, and fired several short bursts. The fire stopped, and Chief signaled that it was clear. I nodded my thanks, as we continued up the valley, towards another small hill, where we heard the familiar yelling of Sergeant Johnson, and the fire of Assault Rifles.

"C'mon you dumb apes! You want breakfast! You gotta catch it." Johnson and several Marines were slowly moving to the rear, across a small bridge, as they threw grenades to cover their retreat. A Brute and several Grunts and Jackals moved slowly, attempting to chase, roaring in both anger and frustration.

"Stirring trouble as usual." Chief commented. We opened fire immediately, if not to kill but to distract the Covenant, just to give Johnson more time to fall back. There was a huge Covenant force massing behind the bridge, a large flat ground overlooking the sea. Grunts and Jackals hid behind rocks, firing plasma at us from cover. We fell further behind the bridge, looking for another way towards the grounds where we wouldn't be sitting ducks.

We dropped down the hill, and headed straight, moving beside the hill. We moved, bodies pressed against the wall, before tossing several grenades onto the open ground. The Covenant scattered, and we moved onto the ground, finding cover behind several rocks. A Phantom came overhead, spraying plasma fire from above.

I yelled to the Marines. "Focus the Phantom!" I turned, aimed and fired at the turret gunner, a hapless grunt that died quickly from my rifle. The issue was that the turret underneath the bulbous nose was unmanned, and continued to rain fire, killing two Marines. The Arbiter rose from cover, before tossing a plasma grenade onto the turret. It exploded, damaging but not destroying the turret. Chief raised his rifle and began firing, before tossing a plasma grenade of his own.

While they were dealing with the Phantom, I dealt with the impending Brutes. A blue colored one lumbered towards me, firing deadly spikes that whizzed left and right. I moved so that the Brutes behind would be unable to fire at me without firing at their lead. Then, I began to fire. Several piercing rounds from the Battle Rifle served to detonate the Brutes power armor, and just as it began to go berserk, A Marine fired an accurate shot to the Brutes head, knocking it to the ground.

I began to lay burst fire onto the Brutes, trying to burst their power armor. I strafed left and right to avoid their projectiles, and several of the Brutes went crazy, before charging towards us. By then, Chief and the Arbiter had dealt with the Phantom, forcing it to evacuate, as they swapped fire towards the Brutes. Even they couldn't handle the combined fire from us, and after their armor was gone, they were easily susceptible to a quick headshot from the Arbiters Carbine, or my Battle Rifle.

We moved towards the bridge, slowly but steadily, clearing enemy after enemy until we came across the downed Pelican. Smoke billowed from its engine, and it was tilted precariously to its side. Before we could get to the Pelican however, we'd have to get through the Brutes and Jackals. They were holed up in front of the Pelican, trying to keep us from getting to it. They fired their Brute shots, and threw plasma grenades, forcing us to scatter. We'd have to think of a way to move them.

I looked to the Arbiter, and he seemed to understand what I wanted him to do. He seemed to concentrate for a while, before he suddenly shimmered into the mist. I looked to one of the Marines, and asked.

"Any of you have a smoke grenade?"

One nodded, before throwing it to me. I pulled the pin, before lobbing it towards the group. The smoke billowed quickly out from the grenade, drowning out the Brutes and Jackals in thick smoke. Suddenly, I heard the sharp sound of an energy sword being drawn. Suddenly, there was bedlam. Flashes of the energy sword, and blood billowed from the smoke, and when it cleared, only two Brutes remained, the rest dead. I quickly opened fire along with Chief, and dispatched them. For now, the area was more or less clear.

We'd won the battle, but not without loss. All the Marines that had originally accompanied us had died. More lives wasted. Chief and I moved towards the Pelican, while the Arbiter kept watch, his Carbine pointed outwards for any sign of enemy activity. I could hear the radio blaring as we searched the Pelican.

I picked up a SRS99D Sniper from the side, along with around 15 cartridges. This would prove very handy. Chief also was able to obtain a Sniper Rifle, and we looked around for ammo for our Battle Rifles, and Frag Grenades. I grabbed a spare assault rifle, and strapped it to my side as well. There was no such thing as too armed, after all.

The radio blared. " Echo 51, this is Crow's nest. Echo 51 please respond! Hocus, Echo 51 is down. Divert for emergency evacuation, over."

At least there was someone coming for us now. I tried to ping them with my comm system, but there was interference in the area. Brutes must have set signal jammers. The only way we were getting through to them was to eliminate all Covenant presence in the area. Chief looked at me, before waving us to move forward, past the bridge and towards Sergeant Johnson.

Over the bridge, I could see several Brutes moving through a small tunnel. That must have been where Johnson had gone. They spotted us, emitting ear-piercing roars, before firing their Brute Shots and Grenades. Behind them, several grunts trickled into the area, firing their plasma pistols with reckless abandon.

We pressed behind several rocks, and I cocked my sniper rifle. I turned, and fired four shots, killing two Brutes and knocking ones armor off. Chief quickly finished the job with a shot of his own. I swapped to my Battle Rifle, and moved closer into range with the Arbiter, while Chief covered me with sniper fire.

The Arbiter quickly dispatched the Grunts with his Carbine, while I helped Chief finish off the Brutes. His sniper rounds served to knock out their armor, while I finished them off a quick burst from my battle rifle. After the battle was done, I ejected my spent cartridge, and reloaded my rifle.

"Through the cave." I directed, as Chief, Arbiter and I continue moving. Through the cave, I saw a damn up ahead, and the large figures of Brutes roaming around. That was not a good sign.

I stopped in front of a large drop that gave us an overview of the dam. Chief and the Arbiter stopped as well, before the Arbiter pointed west. I followed his three fingers to a large Brute, with an ornate headdress on his head. A Chieftain. He was beating Sergeant Johnson, who was struggling against him, trying not to be forced into one of the rooms in the dam.

The Arbiter spoke. "See how they bait their trap?" The Brute gave up, and kicked Sergeant Johnson forcefully, knocking him into the room. "I will help you spring it."

"These sniper rifles are going to come in handy. " I hefted mine up, and aimed carefully.

"Chieftain first, take out as many as possible up here." Chief commanded.

We both crouched, taking up as small of a position as possible. We both raised our sights to the Chieftain. On the Chiefs first sniper round, I shot as well. Both shots slammed into the Chieftains head, but only served to stagger him. I shook my head in astonishment, before firing again into the Brute. Again he stumbled, but Chiefs final round served to knock him to the ground, dead.

"Jesus, can you imagine if we fought him when he was on the ground?" I said, as I continued firing at the remaining Covenant in the dam.

"We are fortunate he did not have invincibility. " The Arbiter mentioned, as he continued to fire his carbine, taking out several Grunts and Jackals with his Carbine. The Brutes began to roar with rage, looking for something to kill. I finished my clip, before tossing Chief the rest of my ammo, and unclipping my Assault Rifle. I hopped down, and fired from cover to cover, stripping away the Brutes shields, allowing either the Arbiter or Chief to finish them off. I moved slowly towards a large building that overlooked the dam, filled with the Covenant. I heard a large thump, as the Arbiter joined my side, and we advanced.

I was about to move forward when a Beam Rifle sliced past my visor, barely missing. I dropped to the ground, before pushing back into cover.

"Chief, second floor." I radioed.

"Acknowledged."

Two Sniper rifle shots echoed, and we continued moving forward, with the Arbiter throwing several grenades into the second floor of the dam. Explosions and screams of the Covenant echoed as we charged into the building. The Arbiter unsheathed his energy sword and disappeared from view.

I immediately saw several panicked Grunts in the basement, firing wildly. Several bursts from my Assault Rifle served to deal with them. A Brute charged at me in frenzy, but suddenly stopped, and two large holes appeared in its chest. The shimmer in the air moved, a blur that cleaved and cut through huge numbers of Covenant on the bridge leading to Sergeant Johnson. I mopped up the rest, as Chief continued to output covering fire from above. As the fighting was done, I radioed Chief.

" All clear down here."

" On the way down."

We found Johnson tied up, stuck behind a plasma shield with several Marines as well.

"This ain't as fun as it looks. Cut the power!"

I released the Plasma shield, and cut off the bonds.

A Marine smiled appreciatively. "Brutes were gonna gut us, sir. Thanks."

Johnson looked to Chief, and said. "We're even, as long as we're only counting today. Kilo 023, What's your ETA?"

The pilot of Kilo 023 radioed back over COM. " It's imminent, Sergeant. Find some cover, we're going to clear a path.

As we exited the buildings, two Phantoms soared overhead, before beginning to descend near the dam.

"Coming in hot!" Kilo 023 radioed.

The Pelican rounded the river bend, engaging the two Phantoms with an explosive barrage of missiles. Both Phantoms exploded in an brilliant kaleidoscope of light.

"Scratch 2!" Kilo 023 laughed.

The Pelican descended over the dam, as we hopped aboard. I patted Chiefs shoulder, and nodded at the Arbiter. Sergeant Johnson shook my hand, and smiled, as we flew over the dam and out of sight.

"Sergeant, where we headed." I looked to him, as he smoked a cigar and relaxed in the Pelican.

"Crow's nest. Time to get you up to speed."

(A/N : So sorry I took so long. I finished high school, and got into the army all in the span of several months. I understand my writing may have degraded over time, but If anybody still appreciates what I'm writing, I'll keep doing it. In the meantime, enjoy )


End file.
